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Chapter One 
Wednesday 


I was juggling two heavy bags when Nigel’s voice surprised 
me. “Need any help, Kit?” 

I refrained from rolling my eyes. How did he always 
find me after I had gone grocery shopping? Probably 
because I had—still have—some very predictable daily 
patterns. Most people who were close to me, or tried to be 
close to me, got to know my weekly schedule rather 
quickly. 

Politely I replied, “Nope, thanks.” 

I gasped when he pressed up against my back, his 
crotch right against my ass. I felt the hard line of his 
erection pushing against my cleft as he fumbled in my front 
pocket for my key. I was squashed between him and my car, 
and sweat broke out on my forehead. The familiarity of this 
situation terrified me. I was surprised at how steady my 
voice sounded when I protested, “Nigel, get your hands off 
me. Now!” 

“T’m just helping you out, sweetheart.” 

Nausea welled up in me and anger overrode my fear. I 
stamped on his right foot and yelled, “Get your fucking 
hands off me!” 

Nigel yelped and withdrew, and I swiveled around, still 
clutching the bags in my arms. I wished Jackson were here 
with me. Jackson is my dog. He’s a big one, a mix between 
a Rottweiler and a German shepherd, and absolutely 


devoted to me. Nigel would never try to get close to me 
when Jackson was around. 

What did I have to do to get the message across? I did 
not want to date Nigel. I wasn’t even remotely attracted to 
him, but he just wouldn’t take no for an answer. 


“You’re so cute when you’re angry. The angry look 
works so well with your red hair, and it’s such a great 
contrast to your dimples.” 

I didn’t even bother trying to understand what he had 
just said. I was too busy swallowing bile as he skimmed his 
fingertips over my cheeks and then dipped them into the 
dimples. Begging for patience, I briefly closed my eyes and 
counted to five. When I snapped my eyes open again, Nigel 
was in my face, grinning at me. He aimed for a seductive 
tone, I was sure of that, but it only sounded insincere when 
he said, “Come on, sweetheart, give it a go.” 


I shook my head and Nigel’s eyes narrowed. “I said no, 
Nigel, more than once. Now get out of my face!” 

He didn’t comply. Instead he leaned even closer, and I 
tried to back off, which was kind of tricky since my back 
was by now pressed against the car door. I stared at him 
while I fought heroically against a new wave of nausea. His 
eyes were so cold that a shiver ran through my body. He 
obviously mistook my shiver for arousal, because he lunged 
at my head and held my face in place as he kissed me. I 
was too shocked to move at first and only blinked at him. 
When he pushed his tongue against my lips, trying to force 
his way into my mouth, survival instinct kicked in. 

I dropped the bags, shoved hard against his chest, and 
kicked him forcefully in his thigh. He yelled in pain, and I 
took advantage of him clutching his leg. I fished my car 
keys out of my pocket with trembling hands and ran around 
the hood to get into the driver’s seat. I didn’t care about my 
groceries. I only wanted to get away and forget about him. 


I never made it to the other side of the car. Nigel 
grabbed me from behind, fixed my flailing arms in front of 
my chest, and lifted me off my feet. I’m not that small—five 
feet, nine inches—but Nigel was a few inches taller than 
that. He was also a lot broader. Frankly, I panicked when he 
lifted me. Then I did the only thing that came to mind: I 
started to scream for help. 

Nothing happened at first. I only heard Nigel hissing, 
“Stop screaming!” 


I twisted, kicked, and did everything to loosen his grip 
on me. Unwanted memories flooded my mind and tears 
welled up in my eyes. I swallowed them down. There was 
no way I’d give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry. Just 
when I thought I couldn’t stand it anymore, I was free and 
landed on my butt on the ground. I bolted upright and 
sprinted toward my car door. Dumbfounded, I stared at the 
door. 

Where are my goddamn keys? 


My gaze wandered around in search of my keys when 
someone touched my arm. I jumped and jerked my arm 
back. It took me a moment to register that my older sister 
Emma was standing in front of me. 

“Kit,” she said softly. 

Her arms were spread in invitation, and I threw myself 
into them. Dimly I wondered where Nigel was, but frankly, I 
didn’t care. Emma wouldn’t hug me if we were in imminent 
danger. She rubbed her hands over my back soothingly, like 
she always did when I was upset. I rested my head on her 
clavicle and closed my eyes to regain my composure. 


Slowly the noises around me filtered through my panic- 
induced haze. I lifted my head, cleared my throat, and 
threw my sister a tentative smile. She smiled in response 
and patted my back. I turned around, wincing as I saw the 
small crowd that had gathered around my car. The public 
attention was staggering. 


Emma took my hands in hers, then held them up for 
me to see. They were shaking badly. Quietly but earnestly 
she asked, “Are you okay?” 

She wasn’t asking about my emotional state. She was 
referring to my epilepsy. Stress could precipitate a seizure, 
and even though my last one was two and a half years ago, 
it was always a possibility. Like the sword of Damocles, it 
was hanging above my head, ready to cut it off at any 
moment. Mostly seizures just left me groggy, and the gran 
mal seizures I had experienced thankfully all happened 
with me either lying in bed or with someone close by who 
knew how to handle me. 


For the time being I just enjoyed being seizure-free. I 
had even been able to get my driver’s license about 
eighteen months ago. Listening to my body for any 
indicators of an oncoming seizure, I shook my head. “I’m 
okay.” 

I heard Nigel arguing with someone whose voice was 
unfamiliar. Glancing over to him, I saw that he was 
struggling against the hold of another man. His captor was 
a really big man, around six feet, four inches tall. His 
biceps, which I could see flexing as he held Nigel at the 
scruff of the neck, were as thick as my thigh. 
Inappropriately for the situation, my cock stirred at the 
sight in front me. I blinked several times to clear my head, 
which earned me a frown from Emma. 


Eye blinking could be a sign of me emerging from a so- 
called “petit mal seizure” or absence seizure. Since I 
usually stayed conscious through whatever seizure I had, I 
could honestly tell her I was okay. Quickly I smiled at her 
and shook my head. I repeated myself with more force 
behind my words. “I am okay, really.” 

I glanced at the man holding Nigel again, and my cock 
didn’t care about the inappropriateness of it straining 
against my jeans at all. I shook my head, trying to get a 


grip on myself when that bear of a man turned sideways 
and asked, “Hey, kiddo, are you okay?” 

Oh shit. That guy was a walking and talking wet 
dream. A very masculine face set on a sturdy neck, framed 
by short black curls and bright blue eyes, greeted my sight. 
Wasn’t it ridiculous that I was able to catalog the most 
prominent of his features? 


Forming words became a real challenge. When I was 
finally successful, I retorted, “I’m not a kid!” 

I cringed upon hearing my own snappishness. The bear 
merely raised an eyebrow, then let his gaze travel over my 
body. Tingling all over, I didn’t know where to look. 
Suddenly more than nervous and a tiny bit freaked out by 
all the turmoil, I dropped my eyes. Emma whispered, 
“Maybe you should thank him. He’s the one who pried 
Nigel off you.” 

“Uh,” I stammered. Fantastic. I was so eloquent when 
it mattered. Not that it mattered what the bear was going 
to think about me. I sighed, then straightened up and made 
eye contact. “Thank you.” 

“You're welcome. Ah, there’s the police!” He waved his 
hand in the direction of a patrol car, and my gut clenched 
dreadfully. 

Nigel’s voice rose as he pleaded. “Oh, come on, man. 
That was just a lover’s quarrel, no need for the police to get 
involved, okay?” 

“Lover’s quarrel? We’re not lovers, you dumbass!” 

“That’s because you’re not giving us a fair chance, 
sweetheart. Come on, Kit, please!” Nigel was begging. How 
pathetic. Even more pathetic was that all I wanted to do 
was flee and hide. 

“Call me sweetheart one more time and your nuts will 
be mush. How about you finally getting the hint and leaving 
me alone? There’d be no need for the police in that case,” I 


wheedled. I was so tired of being stalked by him, but the 
thought of dealing with the police brought up more 
dreadful memories. I didn’t want to deal with anything— 
just get home, cuddle my dog, and lose myself in a book. 

“Kit, you can’t let him go without consequences,” 
Emma admonished me mildly. 


To my surprise, the bear supported her. “She’s right. 
He’ll go after you again. You should press charges against 
him.” 

“Don’t tell me what I should or shouldn’t do, mister.” 

“Miller.” 

“What?” 

“Mister Miller, or Dale Miller. That’s my name,” the 
bear replied with a smile. 

“I didn’t ask you for your name.” 


“And still I told you. What’s your name? Or is it kid, 
after all?” 


“It’s Kit, not kid, with a T at the end, and you don’t 
need to know my full name.” 

“For Christ’s sake, Kit! The man came to your rescue, 
and all he’s getting from you is one mumbled ‘thank you’ 
and a lot of lip.” 


I hate when Emma scolds me, but she had a point. I 
crossed my arms in front of my chest and glowered at her 
darkly. She was completely unfazed and tugged sharply at 
my earlobe. 


I was still rubbing my ear when the two officers 
arrived. The crowd slowly unraveled until only Nigel, 
Emma, the bear, the two officers, and I remained. They 
asked a few questions, and we answered them as truthfully 
as possible. My face was burning with shame after I had 
managed to tell them I couldn’t free myself from Nigel’s 
grip. One of the officers was looking at me with faint 
disgust, probably thinking fags should keep their problems 


out of the public eye. He was polite, though, so I couldn’t 
complain too much. The younger officer asked, “Do you 
want to press charges, sir?” 

“No,” I answered immediately. 

“What?” Emma and the bear roared simultaneously. I 
flinched. What did they expect me to do? Emma especially 
should know better. My gaze swept over to Nigel, who 
seemed to be relieved and maybe a tad smug. I frowned at 
him. Maybe I was giving him the wrong signal, after all. 

“You can’t just let him get away with assaulting you! If 
you’re not going to press charges, then I will,” the bear 
said hotly. He was even more impressive when he spouted 
angrily. 

I took a step back and watched him coolly. “I can damn 
well do whatever I please. He’s no real threat.” 

“No real threat? You were screaming for help. He 
wouldn’t let go of you despite you fighting him with 
everything you had. What if he ambushes you again? What 
if you’re alone and can’t fight him off again?” Miller was 
looming above me, his voice booming, and I fucking 
trembled at the vivid images he had created in my mind. 

“I have a dog,” I replied lamely. 

“Do you? Where is it now?” 

“That’s none of your fucking business!” I stamped my 
left foot for emphasis. That guy didn’t know me at all but 
had cut me open to the core in an instant. Causing me to 
feel vulnerable and weak wasn’t advisable if you wanted to 
get on my good side, which the bear obviously didn’t need 
to do. After all, he had already rescued me today. Not only 
did he evoke that damn feeling of vulnerability within me 
but also arousal. He was towering over me as he talked to 
me, showing me just how much taller he was. I didn’t have 
a thing for tall men. I swear, I didn’t—until I met him. 


Fortunately, Emma rescued me. She took my hand and 
intertwined our fingers. It’s one of her comfort-Kit 
gestures. It’s also something I don’t allow many people to 
do. She had my full attention with this gesture. “Kit, let’s 
go to the station. Mr. Miller is right. Nigel won’t leave you 
alone if you don’t act now.” 

I didn’t want to go, absolutely not. I opened my mouth, 
but she hushed me. “Let’s get your bags into the trunk. rH 
drive you.” 

There, the decision was made. Yeah, I know, I’m 
twenty-eight years old, and she couldn’t tell me what to do. 
Yet, she was right. I had to do something about Nigel, and I 
was grateful she was coming with me. Petulance still won 
the upper hand. “I'll have to throw away half the food by 
the time I’m home.” 

She ignored me and bent down to pick up some items 
that had fallen out of the bags when I dropped them earlier. 
The bear looked at me, then went to help Emma. Slightly 
embarrassed, I watched them pick up my stuff and unlock 
the trunk. After that I sat on the passenger seat of my car 
with my legs dangling outside and my head lolling against 
the seat’s backrest. My fingers were still trembling, but I 
couldn’t detect any signs of an oncoming seizure. I 
desperately hoped it would stay that way. Having a seizure 
right now would really be the cherry on the cake for today. 


Nigel was ranting, shouting, and pleading, and I 
suddenly recognized that I was chilled to the bone. Maybe 
my trembling fingers were due to my overall coldness. The 
officers finally shoved Nigel in the backseat of their car, 
and then the younger one—his name tag showed 
“Jenkins”—came back to us with a clipboard. The other 
officer was talking into his microphone when Jenkins 
reached us. He asked for our names, but I tuned Emma’s 
and the bear’s answers out. I jerked when he addressed 
me. “Sir? I need your name.” 


“What? Oh, right. Nikita Hall.” 


Jenkins raised an eyebrow as he scribbled on his sheet. 
“That’s a unique name.” 


I rolled my eyes. I got that often. Way more often than 
I liked. I snorted to show my agreement. Emma sidled up 
next to me, slung an arm around my shoulders and 
squeezed. “He’s not too fond of his name.” 

“You all got perfectly normal, unremarkable names. I 
got stuck with this... oddity.” 


It’s an old argument, one which Emma chose to ignore. 
I crossed my arms in front of my chest and scowled at no 
one in particular. I wondered what the bear thought about 
my name. He was certainly laughing his ass off. My head 
Snapped up with renewed anger, and I searched his face. 
He stood there, looking all handsome and solid and 
perfectly sure of himself. 

Handsome? I didn’t mean it that way! I wasn’t 
attracted to him, not one single bit. 

Aw crap! Who am I kidding? 


I rubbed my hands over my face, partly to hide the 
blush on my cheeks. It was one thing for the protagonists in 
some of the stories I liked so much to drool over a hunk 
they’d just met, but it was different in real life. I don’t 
usually drool anyway, at least not over such a brawny hunk. 

Oh damn, I need to stop thinking about him. 


What was his real name? I couldn’t just call him Mr. 
Bear, could I? He had told me his name already, something 
with an M. Medler? Muller? No, Miller! Not that it 
mattered whether I knew his name or not, because I would 
never see him again. I assured myself it was for the best for 
all of us. Guys like him didn’t fancy guys like me. 

I was not what a guy like the bear would be looking for. 
I was entirely too small and too much on the cute side of 
the spectrum, though I blame my dimples for the cute 


factor. Everyone with such fucking deep dimples looks cute, 
no matter the age. Sometimes I use them to my advantage, 
I admit that. Add green eyes and red hair to the dimples 
and you got me—cuteness personified. My dad always tells 
me I reminded my mother of a lumbering fox kit when I was 
a toddler. It was one of the reasons for my nickname—kKit. 

Pulling myself out of my thoughts, I sighed. The bear 
probably wasn’t looking for any guy at all, period. 


“Kit! Could you sometimes listen?” Emma asked in 
exasperation. 

“T was listening!” I answered almost automatically. Of 
course, I didn’t have a clue what had been said. She just 
didn’t need to know that. 


“No, you weren't,” the bear threw in. He grinned at 
me, and Officer Jenkins tried hard to suppress a smile. I 
glared at them. 

Who did this guy think he was? Before I could utter the 
thought, Emma slapped my thigh and demanded I buckle 
up. 

“You can follow our car, Mrs. Hannigan,” Jenkins said. 

“TIl follow you too.” The bear’s deep voice drew my 
attention to him. He gave a curt nod toward me and then 
went to his own pickup. I stared at his jeans-clad ass, 
feeling my cock stir again. The loud bang of the car door 
startled me, causing my heart to race. Wide-eyed, I stared 
at my sister. “Way to give me a heart attack.” 

“Huh? Why would I give you a heart attack by getting 
in the car?” 

“You slammed the door. I didn’t hear you coming.” 

“You didn’t hear me coming? Kit, I was talking nonstop 
to you.” 

“You were?” 

“Yes, I was. What was on your mind that you were so 
spaced out?” More anxiously she added, “You didn’t have 


an absence, did you?” 

The bear’s ass—that had been on my mind. Telling her 
that wouldn’t be a wise choice, so I settled for the pity 
card. “I have been assaulted. Sorry for having been 
preoccupied, and no, I did not have a seizure.” 


That came out way more snappish than I intended. 
Guiltily I sank deeper into the seat, especially after Emma 
gave me a quick hug and peck on my cheek. Sometimes I 
wondered if I deserved such a caring sister. 

She stayed silent, turned the ignition on, and pulled 
the car out of the parking lot to follow the patrol car. The 
bear followed us with his pickup, and I closed my eyes for 
the rest of the ride. 


Chapter Two 


IT SEEMED to take forever to fill out the paperwork at the 
station. I shifted nervously on the hard plastic seat while I 
gave my statement. Mostly I wanted to hide in a hole, but 
Emma stayed at my side and coaxed me into answering the 
officer’s questions in more than one syllable. 


Sometimes my eyes darted around the bullpen to catch 
a glimpse of the bear. He was talking to another officer, but 
every now and then he glanced over to me. He smiled at 
me, and if that wasn’t the most beautiful smile I had ever 
seen, I don’t know what it was. Each time I caught his 
smile, my abdominal muscles clenched. Not painfully but 
rather in an anticipatory way. What exactly I was 
anticipating, I had no clue. 

I didn’t smile back. Instead I tugged at my sweater to 
make sure it was covering the bulge in my jeans. Geez, I 
couldn’t remember when I had last been so totally turned 
on! Not forgetting that it was still totally inappropriate to 
have those feelings right now. 

The bear finished much earlier than I did, and I had to 
suppress the urge to run after him. Images of me flinging 
my arms around his neck and kissing him flooded my mind. 
He would have to bend down, and maybe he’d lift me up by 
cupping my ass in his large hands and— 


I blinked and cleared my throat when Emma nudged 
my shoulder, reminding me to pay attention to the 
questions. After catching her concerned gaze, I gave her 
hand a quick pat to reassure her I wasn’t having any 


absences. The concerned expression on her face remained, 
though. I sighed and squirmed on my seat. A few minutes 
and a zillion questions later, the officer excused himself to 
get something, probably another sheet of paper. 

I jumped in surprise when a heavy hand landed on my 
shoulder. My chair was knocked over from my sudden 
bounce and a few startled heads turned toward us. 


“Whoa there, kiddo. I just wanted to ask if you’re okay 
and say goodbye,” the bear said. 
“Don’t call me kiddo, you Neanderthal.” 


A raised eyebrow was his only reaction. Emma’s 
reaction was a tad louder. Noisily she straightened my 
chair and hissed, “Kit, Mr. Miller helped you. Behave.” 

“Don’t tell me to behave; I’m not your fucking kid. And 
just for your information, he scared the shit out of me 
sneaking up like he did.” 

Emma’s face turned to stone. She only got that 
expression when she was severely pissed off at me, and I 
couldn’t say anything that would explain matters—to her 
satisfaction. Okay, maybe I had been a tad overly dramatic. 
I winced and spread out my arms in a placating manner. 
“Uh, I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry, okay?” 

Emma simply sat down and motioned for me to do the 
same. I groaned inwardly. Today just got worse and worse. 

“It wasn’t my intention to scare you, Mr. Hall.” 


I threw a quick glance over my shoulder, expecting my 
father to be standing there. Oh. Mr. Hall—that was me. 
Despite my age, I still haven’t gotten used to someone 
addressing me by my surname. Most people I know always 
call me Kit. Mr. Hall was reserved for my father and my 
brother, Will. 

“Well, whether it was your intention or not, you did 
scare me.” 


I heard Emma inhale sharply and decided it was time 
to rein in my temper. The bear beat me to it. “I apologize 
for that. I take it that your... friend will take care of you?” 

“She’s my sister, not my girlfriend.” Why the hell did I 
tell him that? It was of no interest to him. He tilted his head 
sideways, and I felt the inevitable blush creep into my 
cheeks. I always blushed easily, which made me a very bad 
liar and also didn’t help me hide my feelings. “Anyway, 
thanks for helping me out.” 


I held eye contact with him, and wow, did he have 
astonishingly bright blue eyes. I swallowed hard and 
clenched my hands into fists. I dug my nails deep into my 
palms to prevent any further embarrassment—most likely 
in the form of me throwing myself at him. 

“You’re still welcome. You’re doing the right thing 
pressing charges against that guy.” 

“I hope so,” I mumbled. 

The bear extended his hand, and for a brief moment I 
just stared at it. His hands were large, much larger than 
mine, and a wave of desire rushed through me. I shook 
myself out of my daze and hoped no one had recognized my 
longing gaze. I watched his hand enveloping mine, felt the 
firm pressure he applied, and wondered how his hand 
would feel on my bare skin, stroking and roaming and— 

He broke our connection. I bit down on my lower lip, 
fearing I’d demand he touch me again. My legs were 
slightly shaky when he turned around and left the bullpen. I 
slumped down on my chair heavily and rubbed my hands 
tiredly over my flaming face. 

Emma gave my neck a short squeeze, and then the 
officer was back with even more questions to ask and sheets 
to fill out. 


WE SPENT most of the afternoon at the station, and the 
officer who took my statement, Berger, assured me Nigel 
was remanded overnight. I didn’t think Nigel would try to 
get into my pants at my home, mostly because of Jackson, 
but I was still relieved. Emma drove us back to the mall 
parking lot, pulled up next to her car, and told me she’d 
spend part of the evening with me. As she walked over to 
her car and I slid behind the steering wheel of my own car, 
I rolled my eyes at her and whispered, “Mother hen.” 

She heard my comment and flipped me off. I laughed. 
The tension slowly left my body, and I acknowledged how 
good it felt to laugh. The prospect of spending the next 
hours with Emma and Jackson was appealing. It could only 
be topped by the bear dropping by and demanding to have 
his way with me. Sweat broke out on my forehead and my 
dick filled so fast it made me dizzy. Damn! I needed to get 
my mind off this guy! 

I breathed in and out, trying to focus on finding my 
way out of the parking lot and onto the street. I was so 
occupied with breathing and eliminating fascinating images 
of the bear from my mind I almost ran over an elderly lady. 
My brakes screeched, and I tumbled out of the car as soon 
as it came to a halt. I hurried over to the woman, asking if 
she was okay. She was perplexed but unharmed. I 
apologized profusely and only stopped stuttering more 
apologies when Emma told me to get into her car. 
Miserable and shivering, I did as I was told. Could the day 
get any worse? 

Emma and the lady talked briefly, and then the old 
woman went to her own car. I watched as my sister parked 
my car and transferred the bags from my car trunk to hers. 
I didn’t even have the nerve to protest. It was pretty clear— 
even to me—that I wasn’t fit to drive. Through gritted teeth 
Emma said, “How could one of us even think it would be a 
good idea for you to drive? What if you had a seizure?” 


“T haven’t had a seizure in an eternity.” 

“Your fingers are still trembling.” 

“That’s from....” I hesitated in order to stop myself 
from blurting out the word “shock.” “Um, from being 
upset.” 

“Which we all know is one of the biggest triggers for a 
seizure.” She gave me a pointed glare. 


I ignored her glare and changed the topic. “How am I 
going to get my car back?” 

“Pll bring Dad with me tomorrow. I didn’t get any 
shopping done today, so I have to do it tomorrow. Dad can 
pick up your car and drive it over to your place.” 

“He’ll want to know why I couldn’t drive it home 
myself.” My complaint came out as a whine. 


Emma was so unfazed by my complaint it couldn’t be 
real. “Then you'll explain it to him.” 

I thumped my head against the backrest of the seat 
and groaned. Great. Today was horrible and tomorrow 
would suck as well. I muttered something like that under 
my breath until Emma patted my knee. 

“Kit, he won’t be angry. You know that.” 

I did know that. We were very lucky with our dad. He 
was the epitome of a firm and caring father. It still irked me 
that I’d have to tell him about not being able to defend 
myself—again. He wouldn’t be happy about me trying to 
drive after such an upsetting experience. My only 
consolation was he wouldn’t be happy with Emma either, so 
I didn’t have to bear the whole of his disappointment all 
alone. “I know, but I don’t want to explain to him why I 
haven't told him about Nigel stalking me.” 

“He won’t be happy about that.” 


“Gee thanks, Em. I’m so much more looking forward to 
talking with Dad.” 


“Would you mind stopping with the cranky talk? Thank 
you.” 

I glared at her profile. Not that she reacted to my glare 
in any way. She probably had too much experience in 
dealing with me throwing a—rather quiet—tantrum. Emma, 
my eldest sister, is fourteen years older than I am. Actually 
she is more my mother than my sister. My real mother died 
in a car accident when I was four years old, and even 
before that, Emma always took good care of me. Like me, 
she had red hair, which she mostly wore in a long braid. 
Fine lines were beginning to show around her eyes and 
mouth, reminding me of our age difference. Life hadn’t 
always treated her kindly, and what was I doing? Adding to 
the stress with snapping and pouting. 

“Em? I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay, Kit.” She sounded tired, weary, and a sudden 
jolt of guilt stabbed me right in my heart. 


“I am sorry, really. I....” I trailed off, unsure of what to 
say to make her believe me. 

We fell into an uncomfortable silence for the next few 
minutes. At least our little squabble got my mind off of 
dreaming about the bear undressing me, swirling his 
tongue around my nipple, and grinding our erections 
together. 

Fuck! I was doing it again! 

Inconspicuously I adjusted my jeans and stared out the 
window. The silence grated on my nerves, so I glanced over 
at Emma. She was very pale. 

“Emma? Are you okay? You're really pale.” 

“T was scared.” 

“Scared? Why?” 

“Why?” She looked at me briefly, her voice sounding 
somewhat hoarse and loaded with incredulity. She fixed her 
gaze on the street in front of her before she spoke up again. 


“How do you think I felt when I heard someone screaming 
for help in the parking lot and then found out the victim 
was my little brother?” 

I winced at the use of the term “victim.” Would this be 
connected to me forever? 


“I don’t know what to say, Em.” 
“How about: ‘thanks for staying with me, Em’?” 


My face grew hot in an instant. Tears blurred my vision 
when I choked out, “Thanks for going with me to the 
station and... and just for being there for me.” 

I fiddled with the hem of my sweater, willing the tears 
not to fall. I wasn’t some fragile doll that broke when it got 
shaken a bit roughly. I was more upset by Emma being so 
angered than by Nigel’s assault. 

“T thought my heart would stop right there and then 
when I saw you fighting with Nigel. I was so scared he’d 
hurt you badly, Kit.” 


Emma was choking on her own tears, and it made me 
wonder if she was really more fit to drive than I was. She 
answered my unspoken question by pulling the car to the 
curb and killing the engine. She unbuckled both of us and 
then pulled me into a crushing hug. I was awkwardly 
leaning above the stick, but I didn’t complain. My head was 
tucked under her chin, one of my most favored positions 
when I needed comfort; she held me tightly. Slowly she 
rocked us back and forth as she cried, her tears dropping 
on my neck, causing me to shiver. 

I managed to hold back my own tears. I couldn’t get 
rid of the tight feeling in my chest and the lump in my 
throat, though. I didn’t want to scare Emma, and I 
definitely felt guilty for behaving like a brat during the last 
few hours. 


“I didn’t mean to scare you! And... and I didn’t mean 
for you to think I take you and your help for granted,” I 


tried helplessly. 
“Don’t talk right now. I know all this. Just give me a 
moment to get my act together, all right?” 


I nodded. What else was there for me to do? Slowly her 
iron grip around me loosened up, and she began to rub my 
back. I sighed in contentment. Her touches were familiar, 
soothing, and I was craving the sensation. I have always 
been tactile and very sensitive to caresses. I hadn’t 
received many lately. Not for the last three years, at least. I 
was shying away from even harmless pats and hugs, finding 
myself stiff as a stick when someone tried to touch me 
unexpectedly. Most people took the hint and refrained from 
touching me. Some, like Will, my older brother, approached 
me like a skittish colt whenever he intended to give me a 
quick hug. He always addressed me and made sure we had 
eye contact before he pulled me into his arms. By now I 
didn’t flinch away anymore; I was able to reciprocate. Small 
steps, but at least I was getting better. 

I barely stifled a sound of disappointment when Emma 
disentangled us. She ruffled my hair, pressed a firm kiss on 
my nose, and then announced, “Let’s get you home and see 
what we can rescue from your food. What have you planned 
for dinner?” 

“A sandwich?” 

“Is that a question or an answer?” 

“I haven’t thought about dinner.” I rolled my eyes. “I 
need to walk Jackson; he’s going to be worried about me.” 

“He has a good reason to be worried.” Emma pulled 
back into traffic, and five minutes later we were at my 
place. “You go and walk Jackson; I’ll see what I can come 
up with for dinner.” 

“You don’t have to cook every time you’re here, you 
know. I am capable of cooking for myself.” 


“And when was the last time you cooked? Really 
cooked, I mean, not popped something in the microwave?” 

“I popped a pizza in the oven yesterday. Does that 
count?” 

“You’re supposed to eat healthy.” 

I grinned when she thumped my head lightly. She 
locked her car, and we retrieved my bags from the trunk. 
We barely made it through the front door of my house 
before Jackson was weaving through our legs, yipping 
loudly and demanding to be petted. I put my bag aside and 
crouched in front of him. He rubbed his big head against 
mine and licked my face, although he usually isn’t allowed 
to do that, and I cooed at him while I stroked him. 
Eventually he quieted down, sat in front of me, and gazed at 
me solemnly. I swear he gauged my mood and decided I 
needed more bodily contact with him. He scooted closer, so 
he was situated between my legs, and rested his head on 
my shoulder. His tail thumped on the floor, one of his paws 
lay on my shoulder, and I wrapped my arms around his solid 
body with my nose buried in his thick fur. Jackson’s sheer 
presence was comforting, and my embracing him did the 
trick, as usual. 

A few minutes later I was calmed down and much more 
collected than I thought was possible. I made a quick 
beeline to the bathroom, where I washed my face, then got 
Jackson’s collar and leash. He jumped up and barked in 
excitement. We went through the kitchen, where Emma 
was already pulling out a pan and a pot. Impulsively I 
hugged her before I went to the backdoor to let myself out. 

“Are you sure it’s safe for you to be out alone?” 

“Yes. I’m not going to have a seizure. Everything’s 
quiet on the front. Seriously.” 

I allowed her to scrutinize me for a whole minute, and 
then she sighed. “Dinner will be ready in half an hour, don’t 
be late.” 


“We’ll be back in time,” I promised. 


Emma made spaghetti with tomato sauce, and even though 
it wasn’t something special, it tasted fantastic. I was closely 
observed as I swallowed my evening capsule of Depakene. 
Doing my best not to feel patronized, I didn’t comment on 
her hawk-like look. Jackson wolfed down his own dinner, 
then yawned and stretched out in front of the sofa in the 
living room. He dozed while Emma and I cleared the table 
and washed the dishes. We kept our conversation light, 
never touching the subject of the incident earlier today. It 
was easy to talk to her about everyday stuff and to simply 
enjoy her company. 

We retreated to the sofa, each of us curled up in a 
corner of it. Jackson lifted up his heavy head and snuggled 
it right into my lap. I scratched him behind his ears and 
told him what a fine dog he was, and his tail swished 
frantically from one side to the other. He came to me three 
years ago as a present from Will. Even though I wasn’t 
happy about his gift and especially about the subtext 
behind it, I had been a lost cause as soon as Jackson 
snuggled his head in my lap for the first time. He is almost 
five years old now, and I hope he will be around for many 
more years. 

“So, when will the new vet start to work?” Emma 
asked. 

I work as a receptionist for a veterinarian, Alan King. I 
have a college degree in German and Spanish and had 
worked as an interpreter for maybe two years. I was always 
flying from one city to another, interpreting and earning a 
shitload of money. It was an exciting time in my life, one I 
enjoyed to the fullest. I met a lot of men, never had trouble 
getting sex, and just lived. A bit on the careless side, I 
admit that, especially in relation to my epilepsy. In those 


two years I suffered from more seizures than during the 
really bad time I had when I was fifteen. I was reaching the 
point where I became a risk for the company I worked for. 
They had just offered me a job change from interpreter to 
translator when I met Hutch and my whole life altered. 

We met in New York, each of us interpreting for a big 
company, and hit it off right away. It was actually my last job 
as an interpreter. Astonishingly we already lived near each 
other, and then I bought a house in the same area. This was 
four years ago. I’d been in love, completely ignoring the 
warning signs, and hoped Hutch would move in with me at 
some point. He never did, and in retrospect I’m glad he didn’t. 

Anyway, nowadays I’m happy with my work as a 
receptionist. I still do some freelance work so I won’t forget 
everything I learned. It’s what allows me to pay the 
mortgage on the house. Mostly I translate fiction books. It’s 
work I can do from home, and that’s where I really want to 
be most of the time. 

I shook myself out of my reverie and answered, “Uh, I 
don’t know. It wasn’t really clear when he could start last 
time I asked Alan. I think he wanted to show the new guy 
around as soon as possible.” 


“How do you feel about someone else taking over 
Alan’s clinic?” 

“Do you have to ask those psychological questions over 
and over again?” 

“Yes, because the last few times I asked, you didn’t 
answer me.” 

“Then let’s continue with that game.” 

“Kit!” Emma sighed in open exasperation and sat 
closer to me. I should have been prepared for her next 
move, because she always does it, but I never see it 
coming. A sharp tug on my earlobe caused me to yelp and 
glare at her. 


“Speak to me, goddammit! Or would you rather talk 
about what happened this afternoon?” 
I cringed and ducked my head. 


“No. You want to know how I feel about Alan leaving 
the clinic to a total stranger? Fine. I hate it. I don’t want 
Alan to leave, and I don’t want a new boss. Oh, and I feel 
completely selfish for not wanting Alan to leave even 
though he has a very, very good reason. Are you happy 
now?” 

Alan’s wife of twenty-seven years, Jenny, was severely 
ill. Neither of them ever told me the name of the illness, 
only that it was life threatening and that they wanted to 
spend as much time together as possible. I did understand 
this, but I didn’t have to like it, right? I wanted Jenny to be 
healthy and Alan to be my boss for the next thirty years, 
which was ridiculous since he was already fifty-eight years 
old. 


“I’m so happy my face is hurting from smiling so much. 
See?” Emma snarled. 

“You asked and I answered!” 

Emma closed her eyes, heaved a heavy sigh, and got 
up from the sofa. I was as startled as Jackson was. “Well, 
I’ll leave you to your temper tantrum, then, little man.” 

I felt a vein in my left temple pulsate fiercely. The terms 
kid, boy, or little man used in connection with me were 
foolproof invitations for me to lose what little control I had 
over my temper. “I’m not throwing a fit! You wanted an 
answer!” 

“T got one, thank you. Sleep well and lock up after me.” 


“I’m not a kid who needs to be told what he’s got to 
do!” I was standing too, yelling at my sweet and caring 
sister and feeling like utter crap for it. I so desperately 
wanted to hurl something that it took my breath away. I 


closed my eyes, willing my anger to subside, when Emma 
sighed again and hugged me. 

“Are you done now?” she asked with that slightly 
exasperated tone she always used in such situations. 


My arms went up and around her waist while I slowly 
regained control over my breathing. “I’m sorry,” I 
mumbled. 

How many times had I already apologized to her 
today? I’d lost count. 


“I don’t want Alan to hand over the clinic, I really 
don’t. I’m afraid of the things to come and today stirred up 
a lot of bad memories and I lashed out at you. I truly am 
sorry, Em.” 

She pried my head off her clavicle and forced me to 
look at her. For a long moment we gazed at each other 
silently, and I struggled vehemently against the tears that 
were threatening to spill over at any second. Very softly she 
said, “I shouldn’t have brought this subject up tonight. It 
was thoughtless.” She paused briefly, then went on more 
sternly. “I still don’t like you talking to me like that. Got it?” 
Another pause that had me gulping air in huge breaths and 
battling further with my composure. “You’re allowed to cry 
if you feel like it, you know.” 

“If I start now, I’ll never stop tonight.” 

“T'd stay with you throughout the night.” 

“I know and I love you.” 

“Love you too, brat.” 

I rolled my eyes but smiled at her good-natured 
teasing. She went to the front door, and Jackson and I 
followed. Emma smacked a kiss on my forehead; she then 
dropped on a knee in front of Jackson. “Take good care of 
Kit.” 

Jackson barked and thumped his tail on the floor twice. 
Emma got up, swiftly pushed a stray strand of hair from my 


forehead, and said, “Lock the door.” 

“Yes, Ma’am!” I saluted and clicked my heels. Well, 
they would have clicked if I hadn’t been in socks, but it 
cracked her up nonetheless. 


I locked up and watched Emma drive away. I trudged 
back to the sofa, flopped down on it, and switched on the 
TV. I didn’t want to watch, just hear the mindless chatter in 
the background. Jackson whined and looked at me 
pleadingly from those soft dark eyes. I opened my legs and 
patted between them, and he got the clue immediately. He 
jumped up on the sofa, stretched himself in a long, fluid 
movement, and then lay down with his head on my chest. I 
was weighed down and soon felt comfortably warm. Shortly 
afterward I must have fallen asleep. 


Chapter Three 


Thursday 


My JEans and briefs were pulled down roughly, and I 
shivered slightly in the cold air. A deft and broad hand 
enclosed my cock, causing me to close my eyes and shiver 
even more. His hands glided up and down my shaft, and I 
could feel his scrutinizing stare directed at me. With great 
effort I pried my eyes open. I flinched because his face was 
only inches away from mine. His bright blue eyes shone 
warmly, inviting me to trust him and let go. I bit down on 
my lower lip, hard, which pierced the skin and drew blood. 

His hands were still working on my cock, leisurely, 
cleverly, making me crazy with a hunger I hadn’t felt in a 
long time. He bent down, licked the blood from where I’d 
bitten, and then sucked my lower lip gently into his mouth. 
I gasped. 

A wicked smile appeared on his face. “You like that?” 

I could barely process his words. Answering in actual 
words was completely out of the question, so I settled for a 
nod. His smile turned into a full-fledged grin. Laugh lines 
appeared around his eyes and mouth, and I took in this 
sight in a daze. He was so fucking handsome it was literally 
taking my breath away. 

I threaded my hands through his short but surprisingly 
soft dark hair and opened my mouth, inviting him in to 
explore. He didn’t make me wait. Immediately his tongue 
sneaked inside, licked along my teeth before he searched 


for my tongue. For a long time we just savored the kiss, 
licking and nipping at our lips, jaws, and necks, whatever 
we could reach. He never lost his grip on my cock, and the 
slow pace became more and more maddening. 

“Oh God,” I moaned when he flicked his hand right 
over my slit, smearing pre-come all over the tip of my cock. 


My back arched up from the sofa and one of his hands 
cupped my ass. It was only one of his hands, but it spread 
out almost over the whole of my ass. So fucking huge. I 
shuddered violently at this thought. A chuckle rumbled in 
his chest, and I looked at him with a frown, ready to snap if 
he was going to mention how small I was in comparison to 
him. 

“Chill out, kitty. I like the way your ass fits into my 
hand as much as you do.” 


I blinked, then sputtered, “Kitty? You bloody fucking 
jerk! I—” 

My protest was silenced by another kiss, and both of 
his hands cupped my ass at the end of it. He squeezed, 
loosened his grip, and squeezed again. My back arched up 
even higher, my cock smearing a thin line of pre-come on 
my belly as I groaned. 

“Do that again,” I demanded. 


“Like this?” He squeezed again and I gasped. “Or like 
this?” 

I yelled when he started kneading my ass while his 
mouth engulfed my cock. Alternating between sucking and 
licking, Dale Miller found a steady rhythm, and I was so 
close already. My ass muscles clenched tightly when my 
balls drew close to my body. I slapped his shoulder, trying 
to warn him, but he simply held on and buried his nose in 
my pubic hair. 


I yelled again when my relief hit me. Dale swallowed 
every little drop, then rested his head against one of my 


shaking thighs. I flung an arm over my eyes, panting and 
feeling very much blissed out. We stayed like that for some 
time until Dale lifted up his head. His voice was hoarse 
when he said, “I want to fuck you.” 

A jolt of anticipation shook my body. I pulled my arm 
off my eyes and gazed at the man who was lying between 
my legs. I had always been a little uncomfortable with the 
whole penetration thing and never really got what the big 
deal was. Still, with Dale gazing up at me longingly, I felt a 
tingle race up my spine. I heard myself say, “I want that 
too.” 


I meant it. I’ve never wanted anything more than Dale 
filling and claiming me. Another shiver ran through my 
body. Dale got up, leaving exposed skin and a feeling of 
loss. He swiftly tugged my jeans and briefs all the way off 
me, then gripped my biceps to pull me onto my feet. 

I heard him panting loudly next to my ear. I wondered 
if his excitement was responsible for his breathing 
speeding up like it was. Then something wet circled the 
shell of my ear. It wasn’t nice or gentle, and I flinched. I 
tried to scoot away, but the wetness and the panting noises 
followed me. This was accompanied by a deep pressure on 
my chest. I squirmed from one side to the other, trying to 
get rid of the crushing weight on me. Fear blossomed as I 
tried to fend Dale off. Why was he doing that? Why couldn’t 
he be the one he seemed to be? Why did he have to hurt 
me? 

“Don’t,” I begged. “Please, get off me.” 

The weight on my chest increased, and now I heard 
loud yipping noises. The bark that followed made my eyes 
snap open. My heart was pounding when I realized that 
Jackson had his forepaws on my chest while he nudged my 
face with his nose. Absentmindedly I scratched him behind 
his ears and willed my breathing to return to normal. I 
slowly recognized my surroundings. The TV was still on, the 


sun shone through the windows, and my pants were 
uncomfortably sticky and cold. I froze. 

Tensely I waited to see if I’d start to jerk around. Even 
though I had been seizure-free now for almost two and a 
half years, I feared the seizures would start anew. Every 
time I felt off after waking up, I associated it with 
something dreadful about to happen. 


Groaning in embarrassment, I shoved Jackson down 
from on top of me and sat up. I had fallen asleep on the 
sofa last night, and now my jeans were showing the 
evidence that I’d had a very vivid dream about the bear. I 
dropped my head into my palms, feeling my face heating up 
with shame and humiliation. I couldn’t even remember the 
last time I’d come in my pants, let alone come because of a 
dream. 

Angry with myself, I got up and winced at the stiffness 
in my body. I was getting too old to sleep on the sofa. 
Jackson stared at me, his head tilted to one side in the way 
that signaled his interest and curiosity. 

“What?” I snapped at him. “Have you never smelled 
dried come before?” 

I was acting ridiculous. I was aware of that. Since 
there was no one else here with me besides Jackson, I 
pretended not to care. Jackson stretched before he trotted 
over to me. I was lifting my hand to pat his big head when 
he rubbed his nose against my crotch, sniffling at me. 

“Hey!” I pulled at his ears to get him away from my 
crotch. “This is embarrassing enough without you scenting 


yw 


me. 
Jackson ignored me and drew in another deep breath. I 
rolled my eyes. He was a dog and doing what was natural, I 
assured myself. 
When he started to lick my crotch, I groused, “Don’t do 
that! Ew! Now, that’s definitely gross!” 


Jackson seemed to process the taste on his tongue for 
a while. In the end he shook himself and sneezed before he 
trotted toward the kitchen. Despite my sticky jeans, I 
followed him and filled his bowls with food and fresh water. 
He thanked me with a quick swipe of his tongue over my 
hand. On autopilot I opened the drawer with my capsules, 
popped one into my mouth, and washed it down with a 
glass of orange juice. Groggily I fumbled around in the 
cupboard for the coffee pads. My view grazed the kitchen 
clock, and my still sleepy mind took a moment to make 
sense of the numbers. 

“Oh shit!” 

It was twenty past seven, and I had to be at work at 
eight. I also had to take a shower, walk Jackson, and 
actually get to work—all that without having my car. I 
whirled around and raced into the bathroom, stripping out 
of my clothes on the way. I took one of the quickest showers 
in my life, decided to trust my hair to dry on the way to 
work, and dressed. It was seven thirty by the time I had my 
sneakers laced and put a water bottle and another shirt in 
my backpack. Jackson glanced at me in irritation when I 
clipped the leash on his collar. Guiltily I said, “You’re not 
going to be sick, right? Come on, big guy, we have to jog to 
work. Maybe we'll get there in time.” 

Jackson followed me out the door, yawning heartily 
while I locked up. My stomach was growling as I started to 
walk briskly. I had to be careful. Too much stress could 
easily trigger a full-body flailing seizure or the more subtle 
absence seizures. I didn’t like either kind of seizure, but the 
gran mal seizures I hated with a passion. I couldn’t afford 
having either of those anyway because that would cost me 
my driver’s license. Not needing to be driven or having to 
take the bus or any other kind of public transportation had 
been a great triumph for me—one I wouldn’t give up easily. 


While Jackson relieved himself, I shifted from one foot 
to the other impatiently. I vowed to myself to be more rigid 
about my daily schedule and to get back into more regular 
patterns. As much as I loathed the need to regulate my 
lifestyle pretty rigidly, I knew this played a huge part in me 
being seizure-free for so long. The groggy and uneasy 
feelings this morning were clear indicators for me to step 
down. Thank God, I didn’t have time enough to dwell on the 
wrongfulness of the universe for letting me suffer from 
epilepsy, because that would have angered me even more. 
Which of course would lead to me being more upset, which 
could easily trigger a seizure—a really vicious circle. 

When Jackson was finished, I tied his leash through 
one of my belt loops. Deciding to start acting responsibly 
later today, I broke out in a fast run. 


WE REACHED the entrance of Alan’s clinic precisely at eight 
o’clock. My sweatshirt was soaked with sweat, my lungs 
burned, and my legs felt as if they were going to buckle at 
any second. My hands were shaking badly. Internally I had 
a litany of “please no seizure” running on high-speed. 

Jackson collapsed on the ground next to my feet, 
hacking frantically. He stared at me accusingly, which I 
couldn’t blame him for. I was still catching my breath when 
Mrs. Sommers, holding a basket in her hand, came up to 
me. 

“Hello, Kit, are you okay? You look a bit pale and out of 
breath.” 


No kidding, eh? I attempted a smile because speaking 
was still out of the question. Mrs. Sommers was a very old 
lady, over eighty years, but she was still fit and lucid. She 
insisted on having her cat Tabby checked out every 
Thursday—just to be on the safe side. This was definitely a 
legitimate reason, though she also liked to chat with Alan, 


myself, or whoever was there. Everyone liked her, and I 
was no exception. During Christmas time she brought us 
some of the best homemade cookies I ever tasted. 

“Do you want me to get Dr. King? Do you need help?” 


I cringed and shook my head. I had always been 
punctual, and it embarrassed the hell out of me that I was 
late because of a wet dream. Actually I was late because I 
had fallen asleep on the sofa instead of my bed, but who 
cared about semantics. 

I was still gulping air in huge breaths when Mrs. 
Sommers pushed the door open, throwing a concerned 
glance toward me. I straightened up and looked at my 
watch. Seven past eight. Crap! 


I forced my wobbly legs to cooperate and tugged at 
Jackson’s leash. He heaved a heavy sigh as he followed me 
inside. I unclipped his leash from my belt, and he walked 
casually over to my desk, where he curled up in his usual 
place. I winced at seeing two other clients waiting besides 
Mrs. Sommers. Alan had obviously been able to boot up the 
computer but not the scheduling program we used. He was 
a great vet, and I really love the guy like a second father, 
but he’s a catastrophe around a computer. Without thinking 
I shouted, “Don’t touch any buttons there!” 

With an apologetic smile, I greeted the clients, threw 
my backpack into a corner of the reception area, and sat 
down in front of the computer. Several programs were 
opened, just not the one we needed. I closed the windows 
on my screen while I muttered toward Alan, “I’m sorry I’m 
late. I overslept. It won’t happen again.” 

Alan’s heavy hands landed on my shoulders and 
squeezed gently. “I wasn’t sure you’d come to work at all 
after what happened yesterday. I tried to call you on your 
cell phone half an hour ago and got no answer.” A bit 
sheepishly he added, “I called Emma to ask about your 
whereabouts.” 


“You did what? How, uh, did she react?” 
“T don’t think you want to know that.” 


I interrupted our conversation by telling Mr. Malony 
and Mrs. Sommers to go to the waiting room. The other 
client I sent to an exam room. Another client would be here 
any minute, so I made a dash toward my backpack, pulled 
the fresh sweatshirt out, and changed. 

“Alan, come on. Was she concerned, freaked out, or 
worse?” 


“Panicked, I’d say. Don’t worry; lll give her a call. Just 
take your cell phone with you the next time, okay?” 

I nodded. “Hey, you don’t have to tell her I didn’t have 
my cell phone with me. You could say I turned it off.” 

“You want me to lie to your sister?” 

“That sounds a bit harsh. Think of it as... obfuscating.” 

“Obfuscating?” Alan’s eyebrows had risen incredibly 
high. “Doesn’t that fall into the same category as lying, 
Kit?” 

The door opened and another client with a more than 
unwilling German shepherd entered. I smiled at him, 
scribbled down his and the dog’s names, and politely told 
him to take a seat. I turned back to Alan, my best pleading 
expression firmly in place, and said, “Please, Alan. You 
know what a mother hen she is. She’ll go into full 
overprotective mode and draw Dad and Will in with her.” 

“She already is in that mode from what I gathered on 
the phone. I don’t blame her after what happened 
yesterday.” His voice dropped when he asked, “Do you want 
to talk?” 

“No.” 

“Are you fit to work?” 

“Of course I’m fit enough to work! I’m perfectly 
capable of working. I just overslept. Once. In over three 
years. I didn’t think you’d make such a big deal out of it.” 


Offense is the best defense, right? Alan’s face spoke 
volumes of his disagreement with me about this statement. 
I crossed my arms over my chest defiantly and glowered at 
my boss. He stared right back at me, his gray eyes piercing 
me. Alan was a powerful man, demonstrated more in his 
attitude and body language than any obvious physical 
attribute. He was about six feet tall but built much more 
compactly than I am. I swallowed when he sat down on the 
edge of my desk, close enough for me to feel the body heat 
he radiated. Trapping my hands between my knees, I 
tipped my chin on my chest. 

“Sorry,” I said thickly. 


“It is perfectly normal for you to be shaken up and 
wanting to get your act together. If you want to leave work 
today, it’s okay.” 

“You'd demolish the computer,” I grumbled. 

“Probably.” 

I dared looking up at him. His face was still a 
concerned mask, but his eyes held warmth and compassion 
too. It was much better than the angry look I had received 
before. Though I couldn’t deal with the new look any better. 
Swallowing against the lump in my throat I said, “Guess it’s 
better for me to stay, then.” 

Alan ruffled my hair in a gesture of affection, then 
frowned. “Is your hair this wet because of the run or 
because you didn’t have time to blow-dry it?” 

“A combination of both?” 

He sighed deeply. I grinned at him. He stooped and 
dropped a kiss on my forehead. Other than my father and 
Will, he was the only man I allowed to bestow such a 
parental gesture on me. “Are you really fit enough to 
work?” 

“Yes. I am fit enough to work. Seriously.” 


Alan wasn’t convinced but played along for the 
moment. “Call Mrs. Sommers in exam room two and Mr. 
Malony in exam room three.” 

“Exam room three? Since when do we use that room 
again?” We had four exam rooms, but Alan only ever used 
one and two since he worked alone. When he originally 
opened his clinic, he had shared it with another vet, and 
each of them had used two exam rooms at a time. 

“Oh sorry. We’re using all four exam rooms for a 
while.” 

“Why?” 

Alan’s face lit up in delight. He yelled, “Dale! Come 
here and meet the infamous Kit!” 

Dale? Oh no. Oh no. That was impossible, totally, 
utterly, and completely impossible. 

It wasn’t. Dale Miller, my rescuer and originator of a 
fantastic wet dream, walked over to the reception area. He 
smiled at me when he approached and put forth his hand. I 
ignored it and hissed, “What the hell are you doing here?” 


Chapter Four 


“I’M WORKING here.” 

“You're what?” 

“I said I’m working here.” 

“No, you're not.” 

“Actually Iam. May I introduce myself? I’m Dale Miller, 
the new vet.” 

He grinned at me and still held his hand outstretched 
toward me. I kept on ignoring his hand and turned my head 
to see Alan. I demanded, “Tell me he isn’t the new vet.” 

The crease between Alan’s eyes got deeper as he 
looked from me to the bear. “You know each other?” 

“We... had a brief encounter yesterday.” 

“Encounter?” Alan asked, puzzled. 

The bear pulled back his hand and instead stood with 
his hands on his hips. I tore my gaze away from his hips, 
though it was a challenge. Both men were staring down at 
me, which made me feel vulnerable and uncomfortably 
small. I got up from my chair, pretended to need some 
paper for the printer, and stayed silent. My hope that the 
bear or Alan would pick up the conversation without me 
didn’t come true. 

Alan simply repeated his question. “Kit, what 
encounter?” 

I felt my shoulders coming close to my ears, always a 
sign of me getting very tense and close to bolting. I willfully 
relaxed my muscles and muttered, “He, um, helped me out 
yesterday.” 


“Helped you out? Could you be a bit more specific? I 
only know that someone assaulted you in the parking lot of 
the mall yesterday.” 

I stiffened and could barely suppress a growl. 
Furiously I replied, “All right, he rescued me from the guy 
who assaulted me. Happy now?” 

The bear watched me calmly, though I was sure I saw a 
trace of concern on his face too. My first impulse was to go 
over to him, bury my face in his chest, and have him hold 
me tightly. I squashed my impulse, wondering where it 
came from anyway. I wasn’t some damsel in distress, and I 
sure as hell didn’t need anyone to protect or pamper me. 
Though the thought of the bear pampering me was quite 
tempting. My cock filled, and I hastily sat down on my 
chair, hoping that neither of them would pay too much 
attention to the flush that was spreading from my cheeks to 
my neck. What the heck was going on with me? 

“Would you mind telling me why you’re not happy with 
Dale working here even though he rescued you yesterday?” 
Alan asked. He didn’t even try to hide the exasperation in 
his words. 

I grimaced and kept my eyes glued to my computer 
screen. What was I supposed to say? I’m not happy because 
I want to jump him? I’m not happy because he stirs up 
emotions I don’t want to deal with? I’m not happy because I 
feel jumbled, out of my loop, and he’s making me uneasy? 
Those answers sounded like bullshit to me. 

Before I could say anything, the bear spoke up. “Well, 
I’m sure Kit will come around. He’s a professional from 
what I gathered when you talked about him.” 

I stared at him with my mouth hanging open. I clicked 
it shut when he addressed me. “Do you want me to call you 
Kit or Mr. Hall?” 

My eyes darted between Alan and the bear, er, Mr. 
Miller. Or was it Dale? I heard myself muttering, “I don’t 


care either way.” 

“Since everyone is on a first name basis here, I’ll go 
with the flow and call you Kit. Please call me Dale. I’ll go 
and see Mr. Malony in three, then.” 

With that, he walked away and left me gaping—again. I 
closed my mouth when I caught Alan peering at me with an 
amused expression. 

“What?” I asked. 

“He’s quite impressive, isn’t he?” 

Oh yes. I tipped my chin on my chest, allowing the 
longer strands of my hair to fall forward and obscure my 
eyes from view. I aimed for indifference when I said, “If you 
think so.” 

“I do.” He stood up from where he had perched on the 
desk and gave my shoulder a gentle pat. “You’ll get along 
fine with him, trust me.” 

I wasn’t so sure about that, but I was too tired to 
argue. My stomach chose that moment to grumble loudly. 
Alan stopped on his way and raised his eyebrow 
questioningly. He could talk with his eyebrows. I swear he 
could! 

I smiled at him, making sure my dimples showed off— 
because he always fell for the “I’m so cute, don’t kill me” 
look—and averred, “I’m fine. I won’t starve to death.” 

He rolled his eyes, folded his hands together as if he 
was praying, and said, “Call Loraine’s and order some 
muffins.” 

Loraine’s was a little bakery down the street. They 
made the greatest muffins in the whole world, and the best 
thing was that they delivered. “What’s the occasion?” 

“My receptionist is skinny as it is and obviously didn’t 
have time to eat. He’s shaking from hunger, which is really 
bad for various reasons.” He looked at me pointedly. “And I 


don’t want my replacement to think I don’t care about my 
employees.” 

Shaking? I wasn’t— 

Oh. Sure enough, not only were my hands trembling, 
the rest of my body was shaking too. In addition I felt 
rather lightheaded. Sheepishly I nodded, then dialed the 
familiar number while Alan wandered into exam room one. 

I smiled as I gave the order. A glance at Jackson 
confirmed that he was sound asleep. I busied myself by 
making coffee, and fifteen minutes later, the delivery guy 
dropped off the fantastic-smelling muffins. I put everything 
on a tray at the other side of my desk, knowing that 
everyone would help themselves. 

I felt much better after I had stuffed myself with two 
muffins. When the bear, uh, Dale, came out of the exam 
room, I told him to help himself to something to eat and 
drink. He nodded and bit into a muffin. 

“That’s good!” 

His eyes gleamed even more brightly as he tasted the 
blueberry muffin. I couldn’t help but laugh at his delighted 
expression. He shrugged and winked at me. My stomach 
plummeted at the sight, and I hastily cleared my throat. I 
turned back to my screen and finished writing the bill for 
Mr. Malony, who was ready to leave. The man bid his 
goodbye, and suddenly Dale was invading my workspace. 

God, the guy was a tower! He turned me around in my 
chair, both hands on my shoulders, and I cursed myself for 
the shiver that rushed through my body. He didn’t feel that, 
right? I swallowed when his voice drifted to me. “Kit, are 
you okay? You’re not as pale as before, but that’s probably 
due to the food and caffeine. That must have been a huge 
scare yesterday.” 

Wryly I thought that, yeah, it had indeed been a huge 
scare. One I could have done without, thank you very much. 
His hands on my shoulders were warm and heavy, and all I 


could do was not give in to the urge to snuggle up into 
those strong hands. My voice sounded hoarse when I 
blurted, “It was. Thanks again for rescuing me.” 

I finally let my gaze wander from his chest to his face 
until we locked eyes. I felt so openly vulnerable it took my 
breath away for a few seconds. I inhaled deeply when one 
of his hands traveled upward and cupped my cheek. My 
eyes fluttered shut of their own accord, and I couldn’t 
hinder myself from snuggling into his comforting touch. 

“You’re welcome.” 

My eyes flew open, and I became aware of how close 
we were, of how much I wanted to crawl right into his 
arms, and how very inappropriate my feelings were. I 
cleared my throat and briskly pulled his hands away from 
me. 

“I’ve got work to do. You have a client in exam room 
four. Be quick if you want another muffin because Alan will 
eat all of them if you’re not fast enough.” 

I heard him walking away and almost collapsed in my 
chair from sheer relief. This was crazy, totally crazy. I was 
falling for a guy I had known for less than twenty-four 
hours. I didn’t want to fall for him, absolutely not. The 
question now was how to stop things, because he definitely 
was interested as well. Another client entering and Jackson 
deciding he needed to be cuddled interrupted me in my 
musings. 


AROUND noon we closed the clinic for a break. Since it was 
Thursday, Alan came over to me and said, “Lunch will be 
ready at one o’clock.” 

“I know that. It’s been one o’clock for the last three 
years. You really don’t need to remind me every time.” 


“Just don’t get lost on your way or too distracted while 
you walk to our place.” 

“Why would I be distracted? I’m only walking Jackson 
from here to your place,” I asked, slightly irritated. 

Jackson got up from his resting place upon hearing his 
name and nudged my leg. I patted his head and told him to 
get his leash. He obeyed with his tail swishing from one 
side to the other excitedly. I only had to keep him on the 
leash for the first ten minutes of our walk; after that he 
could run and sniff as he pleased. Jackson loved that. 

I was powering down the computer when Dale 
appeared next to me. “Maybe Alan thinks Ill distract you 
with all my questions while we walk.” 

“We? I always walk alone, thank you. Alan can give you 
a lift.” A short silence followed my grumpy remark, and 
then it hit me. “Wait! Are you going over to Alan and 
Jenny’s as well?” 

“They invited me, and I’ve heard that Jenny is a very 
good cook.” 

“She is,” Alan proclaimed proudly. He waved his hand 
and sauntered out of the clinic. “Don’t forget to lock up!” 

“As if I’d ever forgotten to lock up,” I grumbled. 

I couldn’t help it. My mood went downhill. Ever since I 
started working for Alan, I’ve had lunch with Alan and 
Jenny on Thursdays. Having Dale invited as well felt like an 
intrusion into something very private. Clipping the leash on 
Jackson’s collar, I walked past Dale, not waiting for him to 
follow me. 

“Hey, didn’t Alan tell you to lock up?” 

“You’re the new co-owner, I’m sure you can do it.” 

“I could but I won't.” 

Startled I turned back halfway out of the door. “What? 
Why not?” 


“First: I don’t like being ordered around by one of my 
future employees. Second: Alan told you to lock up. And 
third: I don’t like you running away from me.” 

I was already flushed after the first statement and 
turned scarlet when he ended. 

Fucking control freak! 

Well, at least he had done me a favor, because now I 
surely could stop lusting after him. I didn’t bother replying, 
just shot daggers at him, then locked up. Jackson looked 
from me to him, his ears perked up in curiosity. I tugged at 
his leash, turned on my heels, and stormed away. So much 
for no further excitement today. 

A minute later I heard someone’s rapid footfalls behind 
me. I quickened my pace, which earned me an even more 
suspicious glance from Jackson. Keeping my eyes straight 
ahead, my teeth were gnashed so hard together they hurt. I 
didn’t care. I needed to get away, needed to put some space 
between me and that infuriating man who was breaking 
through all my barriers. 

A hand closing around my bicep stopped me, yanking 
me back. Twirling around, I snarled, “Get your fucking 
hands off me! I’m your future employee, and I dislike being 
touched by you. Now get lost!” 

I watched Dale visibly struggling with his own temper, 
and a small victorious smirk tugged at the corners of my 
mouth. Jackson sat down next to me. He didn’t growl or 
bark; he only made sure that he was close by. I was a tad 
irritated by his behavior. He was usually extremely 
protective, and my shouting at someone he didn’t know 
well would normally coax a totally different reaction from 
him. 

Dale caught my irritated glance. “Your dog is a much 
better judge of people than you. There’s no reason for you 
to be afraid of me.” 


I freed my arm from his grip and rubbed where he had 
held me. He certainly had a powerful grip; his fingers were 
still imprinted in my muscle. I was becoming more and 
more angry. I told him with acid in my voice, “I’m not afraid 
of you. But maybe you should think about your sense of 
reality.” 

He took in a deep breath, and I could feel the anger 
radiating from him. His eyes had turned from a bright, 
gleaming blue to a very deep, kind of stormy blue. The look 
he gave me wasn’t too friendly, but what surprised me the 
most was that my own anger evaporated in thin air. As ifa 
switch had been flipped, it was suddenly gone. It was 
replaced by shame, utter shame ripened with a lot of 
confusion. I dropped my eyes and fidgeted, and not for the 
first time, wondered what was going on with me. 

“Should I?” Dale asked. 

I frowned and cautiously lifted up my head. He didn’t 
look as if he was going to slap me or anything, but from 
painful personal experience I knew this could happen 
without a warning sign in advance. “Should you what?” 

“Should I check my sense of reality?” 

Oh God, did I really have the nerve to say that to my 
future boss? 

I let out a distressed moan and carded a hand through 
my hair nervously. I was so embarrassed about my lack of 
common sense and the impudence I had shown that I could 
barely get a word out. I shook my head. Jackson nudged my 
hand with his head, and I gladly took the opportunity for a 
distraction and kneaded the skin behind his ears with my 
fingers. 

“I don’t expect you to be grateful forever for me 
helping you out yesterday, but I also don’t expect you to 
feel bad about it. I don’t think you’re incapable of taking 
care of yourself just because some man overpowered you 
yesterday.” 


My head snapped up, and I gaped at him. How could 
he know that was part of the problem? 

“Um, I...,” I tried, then took in a deep, calming breath. 
“I’m sorry. That wasn’t acceptable behavior. It won’t happen 
again.” 

A lopsided smile settled on his face. “Are you sure?” 

I cringed. “Does it count if I try? I really am sorry.” 

From a slightly detached position, I recognized I had 
been apologizing nonstop since yesterday, all because I 
couldn’t keep my temper in check. Sourly I thought that 
Nigel’s attack had messed me up pretty badly. 

“Shouldn’t we get going? I remember Alan being very 
firm on the time of our arrival.” 

I glanced at my watch and nodded. Dale walked next to 
me on the sidewalk. I became even more aware of the 
height difference between us. He was literally towering 
above me. The top of my head just reached under his chin, 
and not for the first time, I wanted to snuggle up to him 
and have him hold me. I quickened my pace, trying not to 
think about the man walking next to me. 

“Do we really need to run to be on time?” Dale asked 
after five minutes. 

“What?” I asked. A quick glance toward him confirmed 
he was amused rather than annoyed. “Can’t decide what 
you want, huh?” I teased. 

“Oh, I know perfectly well what I want.” 

He touched my shoulder briefly, and my heart thumped 
wildly in my ribcage. 

Was he flirting with me? Could this really be? Didn’t he 
know he was wasting his time? 

I was too damaged and way too scared to make a 
serious attempt at another relationship. Obviously no one 
had let him in on the common knowledge about me being 
unsuitable for a relationship. Or maybe he was only 


interested in a quick romp in the sheets. I couldn’t pursue 
my train of thought further because Jackson barked. 

“Yeah, yeah, you can run on your own.” 

He bounced around me, which made it difficult to 
unclip the leash. I laughed when the leash tangled around 
my legs and Jackson pulled. I stumbled and fell flat on my 
ass, but I couldn’t stop grinning at my excited dog. Dale 
was grinning as well. He helped me with the leash and with 
disentangling my legs from it. Jackson sprinted away and 
his tail waggled high in the air. 

Dale stooped to grip my hips and put me back on my 
feet. I was too stunned to protest or say anything other 
than, “Thanks.” 

Dear Lord, his hands had felt amazing on my hips. As if 
they belonged there. Taking in another deep breath, I said, 
“Come on, let’s go. Jenny doesn’t like her guests to be late.” 

Jackson walked in front of us; sometimes he vanished 
into the thick bushes on the side to scent. Dale was 
Surprisingly easy company. He didn’t press for more 
personal information. The questions were just about the 
clinic. I answered them all and sometimes added short 
anecdotes about the quirks of some of the pets and their 
owners. Dale laughed a few times, and I found myself 
smiling. His laugh was melodic, and his eyes lit up 
whenever he laughed. 

He had changed clothes before we left—from scrubs 
into jeans, a shirt, and a jacket, and on top of all this he 
was wearing a thick vest. It wasn’t even that cold yet. Early 
autumn was one of my favorite times of the year. The first 
leaves changed color, the sun still had enough power to 
send warmth to us, and I just loved the smell that 
announced the change of the seasons. Jackson loved 
plunging into heaps of leaves, scattering them all over the 
place. I smiled at the thought of my dog throwing himself 


into a pile of leaves, his black fur in stark contrast to the 
gold and red of the fallen foliage. 

“What are you thinking about?” Dale asked softly. 

“Jackson. He’ll go nuts in a week or two when the 
leaves start to fall in earnest. He loves jumping around, 
especially into big piles of leaves.” 

“Well, it’s fun to do that.” 

I raised an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you do that too?” 

“Now? No, not anymore. When I was a kid.” 

I couldn’t imagine Dale as a kid. He had been one, of 
course, but my imagination was surely lacking in this 
regard. Dale was Dale, a broad-shouldered and very tall 
hunk of a man with an extremely kind smile. He brought 
me out of my reverie when he asked, “How about you?” 

“What?” 

“Did you throw yourself into piles of leaves?” 

“Sure, and I even do that nowadays.” I grinned at 
seeing his baffled face. “What? Jackson doesn’t like to play 
alone.” 

He stifled a laugh. “You’re such a martyr.” 

I didn’t bother replying to that comment. We walked 
the rest of the way in silence. At the end of the street, we 
could already see Alan and Jenny’s house, and I pointed it 
out to Dale. “There it is. Have you been at Alan’s place 
before?” 

“No, we’ve always met in work places or in training. 
Sometimes we’ve met to have lunch or dinner.” 

“But you have been here before to have a look at the 
clinic, right?” 

“Once.” 

“Once? You’ve only been here once and then decided 
you'd take over Alan’s clinic?” 

“Take over Alan’s clinic? Is that what it looks like to 
you?” 


I flushed a little and stuffed my hands in my pockets. 
Searchingly, I swept my gaze around for a trace of Jackson 
and found the tip of his tail showing from under a large 
bush. I shook my head, then called, “Jackson! Get outta 
there!” 

Jackson crawled out from under the bush with a 
slightly indignant expression on his face. “Oh, come on,” I 
said, “don’t huff. You can’t go digging holes anywhere you 
like.” 

He sneezed and trotted off again. 

“I think Jackson disagrees with you,” Dale interjected. 

“I’m the boss, so I set the rules.” 

“Ah,” Dale said. I had the distinct feeling he was going 
to add something to his exclamation. I wasn’t disappointed. 
“I’m officially going to be one of your bosses from next 
Monday on, and very soon lll be your only boss. So I’m 
asking again: do you think I’m taking over Alan’s clinic?” 

“What does it matter?” I muttered. “You'll still be the 
new owner whether I like it or not.” 

“You're right.” 

I stopped with my mouth hanging open. “What?” 

Dale turned around and stood right in front of me. I 
took a step backward but still had to crane my head 
considerably. He said, “You’re right. I will be the new 
owner. I’d like it much better if you weren’t going to reject 
me, because work will be much more pleasant then.” 

I swallowed the childish urge to ask what would 
happen if I kept rejecting him. I didn’t really reject him as a 
person, of course. My body’s reactions were a testament to 
the effect he had on me. Yet, I didn’t want Alan to turn over 
his clinic. Especially not to a man who evoked so many 
conflicting feelings in me. I caught a movement in the 
corner of my eye and relief washed through me. Jenny was 
standing on the porch, waving at us. I lifted my hand to 


greet her and hurried along the remaining distance. 
Evading discussions I didn’t like was some kind of specialty 
of mine. Dale had better get used to it quickly. 

Jenny smiled and pulled me into a tight hug as soon as I 
was within arm’s reach. When she released me, she gazed 
at me from wet eyes, and I froze in shock. “Jenny! What’s 
going on? Are you... you’re not getting more... more ill, 
right?” 

“No, don’t worry about me, Kit. I’m just so glad you’re 
here in one piece. I heard what happened yesterday. Are 
you okay?” 

Oh. That again. “I’m fine,” I said as lightly as possible. 

“You’re fine? How can you be fine after having been 
assaulted for the second time? You—” 

I cut her off, deeply aware of Dale standing a few feet 
behind me. My next words came out more as a growl. “I am 
fine, and I would prefer if we could talk about something 
else.” 

Alan chose this moment to come out on the porch. He 
slung an arm around his wife’s shoulders, squeezing gently. 
I lowered my eyes, suddenly feeling ashamed of myself. 
Jenny was already fragile; her formerly well-fleshed body 
was only skin and bones now. Her hair had grayed and the 
crinkles in her face had deepened. She was looking much 
older than her fifty-five years, and I had just snarled at her. 
I hated how little control I had had over my temper in the 
last twenty-four hours. Swallowing heavily, I gritted out, 
“Sorry. ll just get Jackson.” 

Jenny smiled at me out of watery eyes, then moved 
over to Dale and shook hands with him. I was aware of him 
throwing a meaningful glance toward me, but Jenny 
hustling him into the kitchen, chattering with him all along, 
captured his attention. 

I whistled for Jackson, who emerged from the backside 
of Alan’s house, his tail swishing happily. He followed me 


inside, then lay down at his usual space in front of the 
fireplace. He always rested there, whether the fire was 
actually lit or not. I hung up his leash on a hook in the hall 
and jumped guiltily when Alan stood in front of me with his 
arms crossed above his chest. Besides my father and 
Emma, he was the one person on earth who could make me 
feel like a naughty six-year-old. 

“I’m not going to chew you out,” he announced. 

“You're not?” 

“No. Your father is coming over tonight, right? I’m sure 
he’ll do a helluva job of telling you off. Especially about the 
being fine part, which you clearly aren’t.” 


I groaned and raked my fingers through my hair. “You 
didn’t have to remind me about that. It seriously lessens my 
appetite.” 

“Jenny made chicken fricassee. I’m sure your appetite 
will be fine.” 

I could only agree with him. It was one of my favorite 
dishes. Jenny probably made it because she wanted to 
comfort me in some way. Everyone was supportive and 
comforting, and the only thing I did was constantly lash 
out. Frustrated, I stalked over to Alan, not really sure what 
I intended to do when I was in his proximity. He saved me 
by asking, “Need a hug?” 

“I probably don’t deserve one but... yes.” 

I received a breathtaking, crushing hug and felt much 
better afterward. 


“It’s going to be okay, Kit. Give yourself time and think, 
really think, about seeing a counselor. You can’t keep 
bottling everything up.” 

I begged to differ. I could very well bottle up 
everything if needed, and seeing a shrink was for wimps 
anyway. I was fine, for Christ’s sake. Totally fine. Maybe a 
little bit spooked, but who wouldn’t be after what happened 


yesterday? I didn’t say anything, merely extricated myself 
from Alan’s arms and took refuge in the bathroom. 


LUNCH was as good as ever. I could tell Jenny was having a 
hard time refraining from asking several concerned 
questions. Used to steering conversations away from 
uncomfortable topics, I did exactly that. I also praised her 
chicken fricassee, which brought a healthy flush to her 
cheeks. She loved to cook, and I loved to eat it, simple as 
that. 

“Kit, hand your plate over. I’m sure you can afford to 
eat another two scoops.” 

Eagerly I held out my plate, whereas Alan moaned. “I 
never get asked anymore if I want a refill.” 

“That’s because you’d be putting on too much weight, 
dear.” 

The glare he shot toward his wife was priceless. Dale 
concealed his laughter in a coughing fit, while I wasn’t 
nearly as polite. I snorted and teased Alan for a while. 
Begrudgingly he murmured, “Just you wait. Your 
metabolism will change after you hit the thirty-year mark. 
Then it’ll be much more difficult for you to maintain the 
skinny look.” 

“Tm not skinny,” I protested. “That’s called ‘slim’.” 

“It’s either scrawny or skinny but definitely not slim,” 
Dale said. 

I glowered at him darkly. “Not every one of us is 
blessed with tons of muscles or likes to hit the gym four 
times a week. It still doesn’t mean I’m skinny.” 

He looked at me with a way too sympathetic smile. 
“Not a good topic, I take it?” 

“No.” 

“How about ‘slender’, then?” 


I was ready to hurl a piece of chicken at him when I 
caught a mischievous gleam in his eyes. “Haha. You’re a 
real joker.” 

“I only joke when people take things too seriously and 
way out of proportion.” 

I almost choked on the food in my mouth and felt my 
face go hot with utter embarrassment. Did he just scold 
me? In front of very good friends? Or was he still making 
fun of me? Confused, I gazed at him but kept my mouth 
shut. Readying myself to flick some peas at him, I said 
nonchalantly, “I can be more playful if you like?” 

Dale tilted his head to one side and put his fork aside. 
Mildly he replied, “Show me.” 

“Oh no, you don’t! Put that fork down right now, 
Nikita!” As petite as Jenny was, she could shout really loud. 

I widened my eyes to create an innocent expression on 
my face. “I wasn’t going to do anything.” 

“You’re not going to play with my food at my table in 
my house, and you can quit looking innocent.” 

“You're no fun,” I complained. 

“You'll survive. Now eat up.” 

Obediently, I did as I was told. The rest of our lunch 
went without further incident. Jenny cast a few concerned 
glances my way, which I chose to ignore as much as 
possible. At a quarter past two, I got up from the table, 
stretched, and called out for Jackson. “I’m heading back.” 

“All right. Dale and I will be there at three,” Alan said. 

He and Dale got up and vanished into Alan’s study after 
a quick wave of their hands. Stunned, I stared after them. I 
had thought Dale and I would walk back together. The 
realization of how much I’d been looking forward to walking 
side by side with him was frightening. It was ridiculous. I 
shouldn’t feel so disappointed, especially after the fuss I had 
made when we started the walk from the clinic to Alan’s 
place. 


Jenny accompanied me to the door, where she fed 
Jackson a treat. Gently she rubbed behind his ears, and he 
looked at her with deep admiration. “Kit, you know that you 
have a lot of people you can talk to, right?” 

I sighed. “Yes, I know. I’m sorry for earlier. I... don’t 
want Dale to know about... you know.” 

“Why not?” 

Because his opinion of me mattered. Because I didn’t 
want him to think I was a wuss who couldn’t take care of 
himself. Because in the few hours I had known this man I 
had felt a connection building, a connection I craved and 
rejected at the same time. 

I shrugged helplessly and hoped Jenny wouldn’t ask 
more questions. “I have to go. Thanks for lunch, Jenny. It 
was delicious.” 

Before I could turn around, she took both my hands in 
hers and looked at me. “He’s a fine man. Don’t hide from 
him, and don’t be afraid of him either.” 

I was cold suddenly, and light shivers began to run 
through my body. I swallowed, then hugged her tightly. 
Reluctantly she let go of me, and I wondered how obvious I 
had been around Dale. Deciding I had to be more careful 
and couldn’t follow Jenny’s advice, I all but fled from the 
house with my thoughts and feelings in turmoil. 


Chapter Five 


FORTUNATELY I couldn’t dwell on my muddled thoughts and 
feelings for long. Jackson insisted on playing fetch while we 
walked back to the clinic. There I had enough work to do to 
keep myself very occupied. Around six in the evening, when 
the last client was gone, I finished up my work. I wasn’t too 
keen on going home, which didn’t happen often. My dad 
would probably be there, waiting for me. I glanced at my 
watch again, calculating how long I could stall without him 
trying to call me or even worse, driving over to pick me up. 

“Want me to drive you home?” Alan asked on his way 
out. 

“No, thanks, I'll walk. Spares me having to walk 
Jackson later.” 

Alan nodded. He knew I only rarely took the car to get 
to work. Jackson needed the exercise, and I loved to walk 
and play with him or simply let my mind wander. The 
calming effect of our walks was precious to me. As much as 
I loved my still new freedom of being able to drive 
wherever I wanted and whenever I wanted, I didn’t use my 
car very frequently. 

“Dale is going to lock up,” Alan informed me. 
“Goodnight, Kit.” 

“Night, Alan.” 

Five minutes later, Dale appeared at my desk. “There’s 
no need for overtime. Power down and move.” 

“Wow. Did becoming a co-owner of this clinic go to 
your head?” 


“Yes, absolutely. Don’t you see the power sizzling 
around me?” He pressed his fingertips against his temples 
and made crackling noises. 

Laughter bubbled up inside me and tumbled out of my 
mouth. Dale grinned at me, the mischief obvious in his 
eyes. Holding up my hands placatingly, I said, “Okay, okay. 
I’m done. I don’t want to see what you can do with your 
newly acquired powers.” 

“No? What a pity!” 

“What a pity? No one speaks like that anymore,” I told 
him while I powered down the computer and snapped my 
fingers at Jackson. After clipping the leash onto Jackson’s 
collar, I shouldered into my backpack and walked to the 
door. 

“What should I have said?” 

“Something else.” 

“Like what?” 

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know. Just something else.” 

“You can’t criticize my choice of words and then not 
offer a different possibility.” 

“Bummer. Fuck. Shit. How about any of those?” 

Dale followed me to the door and pulled a face of such 
indignation and reluctance that I snorted. A sheepish smile 
was on his face when he admitted, “I’m not one for swear 
words.” 

“These are commonly used words if you want to 
express disappointment.” 

He looked at me with a doubtful expression. “I like the 
polite version better.” 

“You’re an old-fashioned kinda guy, huh?” 

“There’s nothing bad about that.” 

No, there wasn’t, and he had the knight-in-shining- 
armor parts already down pat. I nodded my head to show 
my agreement and walked out of the clinic. A gust of wind 


hit me right away, and I gasped at the sudden chill that 
surrounded me. I was only wearing a sweatshirt and had no 
jacket with me. It was going to be a long walk back home, 
and I would be in dire need of a hot shower or bath by the 
time Jackson and I arrived there. Steeling myself against 
the gust of cold air, I hunched my shoulders and said, 
“Goodnight.” 

Dale called out for me to wait, but I wasn’t inclined to 
listen. Walking briskly, I set a fast pace, hoping Jackson 
wasn’t in the mood to play. Maybe a minute later, I heard 
footsteps behind me. My heart thundered against my 
ribcage, and everything screamed at me to run, even 
though I was fairly sure the man behind me was just Dale— 
my new boss whom I had no reason to be afraid of, other 
than that I really liked him. Way too much, actually. 

I already knew what was going to happen before Dale 
got a hold on my upper arm. He yanked me back, and I 
turned around to glare at him. Defiantly I snarled, “What?” 

“I’m having a déja-vu moment here. Didn’t we do this 
already today?” 

“What do you want from me? I’m just going home.” My 
teeth were beginning to chatter, my hands felt stiff from the 
cold, and I shivered nonstop. I had been outside for less 
than five minutes and was already a mess. “Look, I’m 
freezing, and I have at least another twenty-five minutes of 
walking before I get home. I just don’t have time to chat 
right now. Even you ought to understand that.” 

There was also the fact that I was due for my evening 
capsule of Depakene in about forty minutes. My life wasn’t 
depending on whether I took it in forty or sixty minutes, but 
regularity in my daily life was a key factor for avoiding 
seizures. 

Dale’s eyebrows narrowed as he looked at me. I 
realized the meaning of his expression in an instant. He 
was getting seriously pissed off but trying not to blow up. 


My eyes widened when he slipped out of his jacket and 
handed it to me. Gruffly he demanded, “Here.” 

“I’m not wearing your jacket.” 

“Why not? I’m wearing a much thicker sweater and a 
vest. You, however, are only wearing some astonishingly 
flimsy excuse for a T-shirt.” 

“Flimsy? You....” I took a deep breath, then declared 
stubbornly, “I’m still not wearing your jacket.” 

I didn’t even know why I was fighting with him. Maybe 
it was supposed to be a principle thing? 

Dale stared at me, his blue eyes dark and kind. He 
simply held out his jacket to me, but I refused to move. It 
was hard to stay where I was, because his jacket promised 
warmth, and his gesture of offering it to me warmed a part 
of my heart I wanted to stay shut forever. 

“Kit, don’t make a fight out of everything.” 

“Tm not making a fight out of everything. It’s more ofa 
principle thing,” I told him. I probably couldn’t have come 
up with a weirder explanation. 

“A principle thing? All right. You know what? Principles 
are good; I have some principles I follow too. One of these 
is I don’t allow people to freeze when I’m perfectly capable 
of helping them out. Now, get your arms in here, or I'll 
wrestle the jacket onto this quivering mess that’s your 
body.” 

I gaped and moved instantly. It was mostly 
unconsciously, really. Taking orders wasn’t my arena— 
usually. My arms slipped into the sleeves of Dale’s jacket, 
which smelled so much like him. Closing my eyes briefly, I 
allowed myself to inhale deeply and concentrate on the 
unique mixture that was Dale. My eyes snapped open when 
Dale zipped the jacket up. Sourly I said, “I’m actually 
capable of zipping up.” 

Dale shrugged. “Give me your hand.” 


“Why? I’m not going to hold hands with you in public.” 

“Would you do it in private?” 

I flushed to the roots of my hair and was more than 
grateful for the darkness around us. “I didn’t mean it like 
that.” 

“I did. Your hand, please.” 

Confused, I obeyed and even dared to look at him. 
Stunned, I watched him folding up the sleeves of his jacket. 
He finished with the right sleeve before he migrated to the 
left one. Halfheartedly I protested, “I could do this on my 


yy 


own. 

“T know.” 

“So, why are you doing it?” And even more interesting: 
why did I let him do it? 

“Because we both like it that way.” 

I flushed anew, annoyed by the fact he could read me 
so easily. He was right—I did enjoy him taking care of me. 
Dale was firm but gentle, and he radiated a strength and 
calm I was responding to. This was dangerous terrain, and I 
wondered how I was going to find my way out of it 
unharmed. 

Not wanting to confirm or deny Dale’s last statement, I 
looked down at myself. His jacket stopped short above my 
knees and was at least two sizes too big for me. “This is like 
being five years old and wearing my dad’s jacket.” 

“I’m sure you would have looked cute in your father’s 
jacket.” Dale had finished folding my sleeves. A satisfied 
smile splayed around his mouth, and he nodded at me in 
approval. “Much better. The shivering is already lessening.” 

Surprised, I discovered that he was right. “Thanks.” 

“You're welcome. Let’s get you home.” 

“‘Let’s get you home’? What do you mean with ‘Let’s 
get you home’?” I asked in alarm. 


“I thought that’s pretty obvious. I’m keeping you 
company.” 

“Oh no, you don’t! What you mean is you're afraid I 
can’t get home without attracting trouble. I do not need a 
babysitter! I have Jackson with me. No one gets near me 
when he’s around.” My voice rose steadily until I was 
shouting and shaking from anger. I was not some damn 
damsel in distress, and I absolutely didn’t need any kind of 
protection! 

“I walked to work just as you did, and Ill escort you 
home because I want my jacket back tonight.” 

Oh. Well, shit. Embarrassed, I stammered out some 
kind of an apology. “I guess I just made a damn fool out of 
myself?” 

“Don’t always jump to conclusions.” 

“But I’m good at that.” 

“T realized.” 

A wry smile crossed my face as we started to walk 
toward my home. “What gave me away?” 

“Oh, this and that.” 

He said it without heat, without a trace of accusation 
or criticism. Dale’s whole demeanor was disarming and 
shooting holes in my armor. He evoked a feeling in me I 
didn’t think I could ever feel again: trust. He emanated 
safety, and I longed to give in, to simply surrender and trust 
him. Trust him to take care of me, trust him to keep me 
safe and loved. To chase away the nightmares and anxiety, 
which had become a constant part of my life for the last 
three years. 

We didn’t talk on our way to my house, just walked 
next to each other. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable; on 
the contrary, it felt good, safe. Sometimes I darted a glance 
at the tall man next to me. I couldn’t see much of him 
except when we were close to streetlights. It was as if I saw 


him more acutely each time we passed such an illuminated 
spot, and then he sidled away into the darkness, leaving me 
confused and unsure of myself. In the light I could see his 
chiseled face, the shadow of growing bristles on his jaw, the 
laugh lines around his eyes. 

My heart skipped a beat in joy every time because Dale 
had given me clear signs he was interested in me. But 
when we walked through darker areas, my heart sank. 
Worry and anxiety took over. How was I going to know if he 
really was the kind guy he seemed to be? How was I going 
to know he wouldn’t hurt me? 

As much as I wanted him, I knew I couldn’t have him. I 
couldn’t jump over the barrier I had built three years ago. 
Or, more precisely, I didn’t want to try jumping. A lump 
formed in my throat. If I couldn’t even do it for someone 
who had rescued me, who pushed all my buttons at once, 
then I might as well get used to the thought of staying 
alone forever. It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but what hurt 
the most was that I wanted, desired Dale. I should probably 
get used to the thought of staying lonely, because honestly, 
who wanted to partner up with someone who could have a 
seizure or stare into nothingness? 

Ten minutes from my home, I couldn’t stand the 
silence any longer. I also could barely stop myself from 
slipping my hand into one of Dale’s, so I chattered about 
work. He didn’t mind and soon we were engrossed in a 
civilized chit-chat. 


Jackson barked and sprinted toward Em’s red Toyota as 
soon as he saw it. Both front doors opened, giving me a 
good look at Emma sitting in the car with my father. 
Jackson jumped and yapped, bouncing back and forth 
between the two. 


I let out a deep sigh when my dad lifted his hand in 
greeting. “Execution time,” I muttered. 

“Why is that?” Dale asked. 

“T didn’t tell my father Nigel stalked me. He won’t be 
happy about that, and he will talk my ear off.” I grimaced, 
then began to shrug out of Dale’s jacket. 

“Leave it on until you’re inside.” He put a hand on my 
shoulder, squeezed gently, and gave me a little push in the 
direction of my family. 

“He'll be even less impressed that I was too shaken up 
to drive yesterday. I almost ran over an old woman. Emma 
had to take me home, and she and my dad picked up my car 
today. At least, that was the plan.” 

Why the hell did I tell Dale all that? Why did I confide 
in him? It only showed how weak I was. Well, maybe he’d 
politely retreat from making advances seeing what a mess I 
am. One admittedly tiny part of me hoped he would do 
exactly that. The other, much larger part of me desperately 
hoped he’d do exactly the opposite. 

Dale stayed silent but kept me going with a hand on 
the small of my back. A reassuring and steady pressure, 
which I appreciated more than I thought possible. 

“Oh, hello, Mr. Miller. How nice to see you again!” 
Emma said. She introduced Dale to my father. “Dad, that’s 
Mr. Miller. He’s the one who helped Kit yesterday.” 

She didn’t say it to remind me of my own insufficiency, 
but it sure felt like it. I stood utterly silent and rigid while 
Dale and my dad shook hands and exchanged some 
pleasantries. Dad’s arms enveloping me harshly interrupted 
my brooding. He wasn’t much taller than I was, but he 
always felt rock solid to me. He pressed our cheeks 
together, then rubbed his beard against my face. It tickled 
and caused me to giggle, quite undignified. 

“Dad, stop it!” Eventually I fought myself free and out 
of his arms. He held up my car keys, and I grabbed them 


quickly. “Thanks for picking up my car.” 

“No problem, Nicky. I wouldn’t have minded a call 
yesterday or sometime during the day today.” My dad was 
the only person who always called me Nick and not Kit. His 
calling me Nicky was a warning sign. He intended to have a 
talk with me, probably one which would be highly 
unpleasant for me. “How about we go inside and talk a 
bit?” 

I froze for a split second, then said, “That’s not a good 
idea. Right now, I mean. I have plans for tonight.” 

“Which would be?” My dad had the art of making 
polite conversation down pat. His question translated into: 
“What exactly could be more important than you and I 
talking? Oh, and don’t you dare play me, little one.” 

I hated how easily he could still reduce me to a 
nervous little boy who knew very well he was in deep shit 
for withholding information. Desperate times called for 
desperate actions, so I blurted, “I’ve invited Dale. For a 
coffee, you know?” 

My father stared at me blankly. Emma stole a curious 
glance from Dale to me. I was praying Dale would play 
along and hesitantly looked at him. He was frowning at me, 
which wasn’t a good sign. Slightly panicked, I pulled out 
the big guns and formed a perfect pleading expression on 
my face. No one could resist that. 

Dale didn’t seem to fall for it at first, and I could 
already see my father gazing at us with deep suspicion. “I 
thought you said espresso.” 

It was my turn to look blank. “Espresso? I don’t even 
have stuff to make an espresso.” 

“Kit also doesn’t even know what he’d need for a good 
espresso.” Emma grinned at me. 

“Yeah, yeah, pick on me, why don’t you?” 

“Oh well, in that case I'll take the coffee with the 
dessert.” 


Emma snorted, I wanted to die from embarrassment, 
and my father looked as if he’d just bitten into a lemon. 

“He’s talking about ice cream or chocolate pudding,” I 
explained lamely. 

“Tam?” 

I could have happily strangled Dale then and there. 
Raising my arms in the air in frustration, then slapping 
them down against my sides, I huffed, “You’re 
embarrassing the shit outta me.” 

“Oh, I just thought I’d play along.” 

He said it with a straight face and sweet smile, and I 
seriously wondered how scarlet my face could turn. Dad 
wasn’t very amused by our conversation and curtly excused 
us from Emma and Dale. He ushered me to my porch, 
where he turned me toward him. Concern was written all 
over his face as he laid a finger under my chin, forcing me 
to look up at him. 

Softly he asked, “Nick, are you okay with him alone?” 

Thinking about his question for a while, I answered 
equally softly, “Yes, Dad, I am. He won’t hurt me, and 
there’s still Jackson.” 

“He’s a big man.” 

“Dad, he’s also my new boss. He won’t harm me.” 

“How can you be so sure about that? You’ve known him 
for little longer than a day and already you invite him to 
your home? That doesn’t sound like you. Not at all.” 

Telling him inviting Dale in was a ploy to get rid of him 
was an extremely bad idea. I swallowed and hoped he 
wouldn’t take notice of my restlessness. “He protected me 
yesterday, and Alan picked him as his replacement.” I 
shrugged helplessly, then added softly, “I like him, Dad.” 

Feeling myself flush, I lowered my gaze and inspected 
my shoes closely. I really did like Dale, which was a 
frightening thought. Even more frightening was that I had 


admitted how I felt aloud. A tremble shook me, and 
suddenly I felt more self-conscious and vulnerable than I 
could stand. There wasn’t much time for me to dwell on 
anything, because Dad hauled me into his arms and held 
me closely. 

“I’m happy for you. It’s time for you to crawl out of 
your shell again,” he whispered into my ear. “Just be 
careful.” 

Crawl out of my shell? Was that what I had done the 
last three years? I had built barriers, a lot of them, I knew 
that, but a shell? Pulling myself together, I said, “I will.” 

“Do you have any trouble?” 

“No, Dad,” I sighed. “Everything’s fine. No seizure, not 
even an absence. I’m good.” 

Dad nodded, then released me. We walked back toward 
Emma and Dale. Jackson was sitting on Dale’s feet, 
receiving a very thorough petting. He gazed at him out of 
hooded eyes, the appreciation clear in his body language. 

“Jackson is fond of him,” my father remarked. “He’s 
usually a good judge of character.” 

I nodded, though I puzzled about Jackson’s behavior. 
He didn’t allow a lot of people to pet him for long. I was the 
main exception to the rule. From me he not only tolerated 
being petted, he downright demanded petting sessions that 
sometimes lasted for an hour. Not even from Emma or my 
father did he tolerate being stroked as long as Dale had 
petted him already. Jackson actually pawed at him 
whenever Dale’s hands stilled. 

“Jackson’s really got a thing for you,” I said. 

Dale’s eyes twinkled. “I’m good at that petting stuff.” 

Emma cleared her throat while Dad jingled his car 
keys more loudly than was necessary. I kept on staring at 
Dale’s hands, which vanished into Jackson’s thick fur, 
wishing I was in his place. Dale had big hands with long, 


slender fingers. I remembered how strong his hands had 
felt when he had gripped my hips earlier today. 

Not bothering with a reply to his teasing remark, I bid 
goodbye to Emma and Dad. Maybe my father would forget 
about wanting to talk with me about yesterday’s incident. 
My hope was shattered when he leaned out of the car 
window and said crisply, “I still want to talk to you about 
yesterday. Are you free on Sunday for me to come over for 
lunch?” 

I cringed and grimaced. “I’m not sure yet. Il check 
with you tomorrow?” 

“If I don’t hear anything from you tomorrow, I'll 
assume you'll be home at noon on Sunday.” Which meant 
the ball was in my court now. Putting off calling tomorrow 
would mean having to deal with him on Sunday for sure. 
Calling him tomorrow could mean having to survive an 
interrogation by phone. It was probably still a good 
alternative to talking to him today, face to face. 

“TIl call.” 

“Good.” 

I waved at Emma and Dad until their car lights 
couldn’t be seen anymore. In relief I threw my hands in the 
air. “Yes!” 

“What are you so happy about?” Dale inquired 
curiously. 

“They’re gone, and I didn’t have to suffer through one 
of Peter Hall’s dreadful interrogations.” 

“He must use some seriously scary implements for his 
interrogations.” 

“What?” 

“You’re so relieved about having gotten him off your 
back, so I thought he must use something while he 
interrogates you.” 


At first I was stunned. Then I was angry. How could he 
think my dad would use anything? Did he really think my 
dad would hurt me in any way? Because that was how I 
interpreted his statement. Then I saw the corners of Dale’s 
mouth twitch, and it dawned on me that he fought hard to 
keep up his deadpan expression. I rolled my eyes but 
couldn’t stop a smile from forming on my face. Equally 
straight-faced, I replied, “Oh, just the usual stuff. You know, 
paddles, canes, and whips.” 

Dale tugged at my arm and pulled me close. 
Surprisingly I didn’t struggle, simply followed his lead. I 
ended up with his arm around my shoulder. He squeezed 
and told me in a very sympathetic voice, “You must have 
had a horrible childhood.” 

I cracked and snorted. Thumping a fist against his 
chest, I said, “That’s not funny.” 

“Sorry.” 

“You don’t sound convincingly apologetic.” 

“Tll work on that. So, what are his interrogation 
tactics?” 

“I won’t go into details. Let’s say he has a knack for 
causing you to feel five years old with a very guilty 
conscience.” 

“Not a pleasant feeling, I take it?” 

“No, not at all.” 

Silence settled between us. It wasn’t an uncomfortable 
silence, far from it, but it was a tiny bit awkward. My body 
and my mind were totally out of sync. My body wanted to 
mold against Dale’s larger body, to actively seek his 
comfort and warmth, but my mind kept yelling warnings at 
me. About how much he could hurt me if he got angry, 
about how small he made me feel next to him. 

Dale interrupted my musings by squeezing my 
shoulder again. Was he psychic or what? Every time I 


spiraled toward panic and the urge to bolt became almost 
overwhelming, he pulled me out of it. He gave my back a 
small push, to which I reacted with a slight stumble. Before 
I could protest, he said softly, “Let’s get you inside so you 
can give me back my jacket.” 

Still feeling very much thrown off balance, I did as he 
told me. I fumbled with the lock for a moment, and then 
Jackson squeezed himself past me. I tsked at him, which he 
of course ignored completely. Despite the jacket I was cold, 
and my nose began to run as soon as we were inside. 
Swiftly I shrugged out of Dale’s jacket and turned around 
to hand it to him, but he wasn’t standing behind me. A 
sudden jolt of fear turned my blood cold. Where was Dale, 
and why did he hide from me? 


Chapter Six 


“DALE?” I whispered. 

I jumped when Dale answered me cheerfully from my 
kitchen. “Over here. Since you invited me for a coffee, I 
thought we’d have to go into the kitchen anyway. By the 
way, I think Jackson is starving. Do you want me to feed 
him?” 

I blinked, opened my mouth, and shut it again 
immediately. Who the hell did he think he was? 

With every intention of ripping his heart out, I stormed 
into my kitchen. I was stopped dead in my tracks when I 
entered. He was leaning with his hip against the counter 
with Jackson standing on his hind paws. His forepaws were 
pressed against Dale’s abdomen, his tail swishing from one 
side to the other as he snuggled his snout into Dale’s 
hands. 

“He’s like an oversized teddy bear,” Dale commented. 

“That’s not normal behavior for him. Oh, and I only 
invited you in for coffee to get rid of my father. Now get out 
of my house.” 

Anyone with a little bit of common sense would have 
heard the venom in my voice and fled the scene. Expecting 
Dale to leave, I fetched Jackson’s bowl and filled it. He left 
Dale alone and trotted over to his eating place. Dale just 
looked at me. I couldn’t decide if he was angry, curious, or 
stunned by my comment, but he did not move. Speaking 
very clearly and slowly, I repeated, “I said: Get out of my 
house.” 


“I understood you perfectly.” 
“So what are you waiting for?” 


“You invited me in. I played along and therefore spared 
you the wrath of your father. This has got to be rewarded.” 

I snorted. The man was unbelievable. “A reward? Get 
real. Oh wait; did I phrase my wish too politely? I could also 
tell you to fuck off. Maybe it would be clear then?” 

“Yeah, you could tell me that.” 

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, 
hopefully without being too obvious about it. He was 
making me nervous. Clearing my throat, I said, “I sense a 
‘but’ coming.” 

Dale grinned at me and unhurriedly slipped out of his 
vest. He draped it over the back of a kitchen chair and sat 
down. He moved in slow motion. It infuriated the hell out of 
me. Finally he seemed to be comfortable enough to go on 
with our conversation. “But you wouldn’t do that. 
Remember, I’m your boss.” 

“Great,” I muttered sullenly. “Well, since I can’t tell 
you to fuck off, how about I show you to the door?” 

“Nope.” 

“What do you mean nope? I want you to leave my 
house. I don’t care that you helped me out yesterday. This 
is my home, and you can’t force your way into it.” 

“T didn’t force my way. You invited me in.” 

“Oh for Christ’s sake! It was a ploy to get rid of my 
father, and you knew it right from the beginning!” I 
exploded. 

Jackson looked at me upon hearing my raised voice. 
His ears perked up, but he didn’t seem to recognize any 
danger. I was furious with Dale for not complying with my 
wish and Jackson for just standing there and doing nothing. 

“You want me to leave?” 

“Yes!” I spat. “Do you need it in written form?” 


“Come here.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I said so.” 

I snorted and threw a murderous glare his way. “I said I 
want you to leave my home, and you’re not doing what I 
want.” 

“I’m taking the chance of sounding like a pompous, 
arrogant bastard here, but... I don’t think you really want 
me to leave.” 

“Oh God!” I groaned in exasperation. “That’s so lame! 
Every guy who doesn’t get his way says that. I know 
perfectly well what I want!” 

“Do you?” He was looking at me with patient curiosity 
on his face. Everything he had said so far had been said in 
a soft, soothing voice as if he were talking to a young 
animal, not wanting to spook it. I felt increasingly irritated. 

“Yes!” 

I was simmering with rage and other feelings I didn’t 
intend to deal with any time soon. I still had his jacket in 
my hands. Since I was rather short-tempered at that 
particular moment, I hurled the jacket at him. I had aimed 
for his face, but he snatched it out of midair. Calmly, he 
draped it over his vest on the kitchen chair. It was the 
straw that broke the camel’s back. 


Furiously, I stalked over to him with my hands balled 
into fists and every muscle of my body tense in anticipation 
of a fight. Dale stared up at me, his face contorted in a 
mask of concern and sympathy, which was absolutely not 
what I wanted to see on his face. He should have been 
intimidated by me looming above him. He didn’t do me the 
favor. Instead I found myself gasping in shock when he 
hooked his arms around my waist and pulled me down onto 
his lap. 


Too shocked to fight at first, I simply went where he 
put me. Until I recognized that his arms were tightly locked 
around my waist. The warmth of his body seeped into me, 
and for a few seconds I simply enjoyed the closeness. Then 
fear kicked in with vigor, and I struggled against Dale’s 
hold on me. Effortlessly he pinned my hands in front of my 
chest, which brought me even closer to the edge of a panic 
attack. I wriggled frantically and thought I’d finally be 
successful in at least sliding off his lap when he crossed his 
legs above mine. I wasn’t sitting on his lap anymore; I was 
sitting right between his sturdy thighs, effectively trapped 
between them. 

Letting out a high-pitched scream when it became 
blatantly obvious I wasn’t going anywhere if Dale didn’t 
want me to, I slumped back against his chest, panting and 
fighting against tears. Unbidden memories surfaced all at 
once, causing me to shiver and feel sick. My voice sounded 
foreign to me—too hoarse, too small, too scared—when I 
begged, “Let go of me. Please.” 


“Stop struggling, Kit. I’m afraid if I let you go that 
you’re going to hurt yourself. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
Dale’s voice was soft, pacifying, and so utterly calm. “Take 
a deep breath in. Yeah, that’s right, just like this. Do it 
again.” 

I drew in several shuddering breaths while I listened to 
his murmurs and willed my thundering heart to calm down. 
Jackson’s head was resting on my thighs, and he pawed at 
me. 

“You’re a fine watch dog. I’m screaming and you’re 
doing nothing,” I accused him. He whined and scooted 
nearer to me. “Dale, you can let go. I wanna pet Jackson.” 

“No more hurling stuff at me?” 

I winced visibly. “No.” 

Dale let go of one of my hands, which I used to pet 
Jackson’s head. For a while neither of us said anything. 


Only ragged breathing filled the silence. When it occurred 
to me that I was still sitting much too close to Dale, I 
politely tried to extricate myself. 

“You stay right here.” 


The anxiety I had just squashed blossomed again. 
Darting a glance backward over my shoulder, I searched for 
any sign on Dale’s face of whether he was going ballistic or 
not. I couldn’t detect anything. His face was pale, and his 
lips pressed together in a tight line. His expression could 
have meant anything. I couldn’t interpret it. I squirmed and 
tried very hard not to show too obviously how vulnerable I 
felt. 

Jackson got up, shook himself, and then went back to 
his bowl to finish his dinner. Dryly I commented, “I feel so 
safe with such a caring dog.” 

Dale snorted, and then his legs shifted and I was lifted 
sideways on his lap. Dear Lord, his legs were hard but still 
incredibly comfortable to sit on. His arms were loosely 
resting around my waist, not restraining but not letting go 
either. I had never been one to sit on another guy’s lap. It 
made me feel nervous and, admittedly, effeminate. 

“Jackson knows I won’t hurt you.” 

“He doesn’t know shit.” 

“Do you have to talk like that?” 

“Yes.” 

“To rile me up?” 

“Is it working?” 

“Not really.” 

“Fuck.” 

He took my chin in his hand and forced me to look at 
him. I swallowed hard; I wasn’t keen on looking him in the 
eye. Surprisingly there was no anger or disgust to be seen. 
He just told me to stop it. 


“You can’t tell me to stop it. I want you to leave right 
now,” I complained, whining shamelessly. 

“If you seriously want me to leave, then I'll go.” 

“T want...,” I trailed off. 

“Is it really that uncomfortable to sit here with me, or 
is this about you feeling swishy?” 

I turned scarlet within a blink of an eye and hastily 
tried to free my chin from his grip. 

“Ah, I thought it would be that.” 

“Would be what?” I asked, irritated. 

“You’re not comfortable with me being taller, broader, 
and so on.” 

Sourly I replied, “You forgot to mention overbearing, 
smart-alecky, and a lot of other stuff.” 

“You’re not unmanly just because you’re smaller than 
me.” 

“Thanks for reminding me about the height 
difference.” 

“Well, you are smaller and much lighter.” 


I glared and punched him not too weakly on his chest. 
Dale gave a satisfying sound of pain, then growled. Before I 
could panic, his fingers slipped underneath my shirt and 
started tickling me. I shrieked and swatted at his hands. 
His fingers were everywhere all at once and no matter how 
much I writhed, swatted, and squeaked, his assault didn’t 
lessen. I was laughing so hard tears were rolling down my 
face. My captor was grinning like a cat that got the cream, 
and I kept on twisting and begging for mercy. 

Jackson eyed us curiously but made no move to get 
near us. “See,” Dale commented, “Jackson knows how very 
harmless I am.” 

“You're not! I can’t breathe!” 

“Whose fault is that?” 


“Yours!” 

“Hmmm, guess you haven’t learned your lesson yet.” 

I shrieked again when Dale’s fingers danced along my 
ribs, and further on under my armpits. My legs were kicking 
wildly of their own accord, and my stomach muscles were 
starting to cramp when I wheezed, “Stop it! Stop it! Please, 
Dale!” 

“Begging. How sweet.” 


I groaned when he finally stopped. Discreetly I wiped 
away the stray tears on my face and allowed Dale to adjust 
me on his lap so I was sitting astride him with my back 
leaning against his chest. His arms were encircling me; 
sometimes he rubbed little circles over my still-quivering 
abdomen. I don’t know if I was simply relaxed or insane or 
whatever else, but I decided to trust him—at least for the 
moment. His embrace, his friendly teasing, everything 
about Dale was comforting and trustworthy. 

I rested my head against his shoulder and closed my 
eyes, for once not caring how we probably looked: two 
grown men, cuddled together on a kitchen chair. It was 
most likely a very ridiculous sight. It still felt comfortable 
and safe and just utterly right to be together like this. 

Dale nestled his cheek against mine, and a light shiver 
surged through me. This was way more intimate than having 
sex. Not that I would have minded him claiming me instantly. 
The first brush of his lips against my cheek sent an 
electrifying tingle from my head through my whole body. My 
eyes flew open, and I craned my head to give him access to 
my mouth. 

His kisses were as intense as I had imagined them to 
be. I shifted into a more comfortable position and wound 
my arms around his neck. Dale’s hands roamed over my 
back and toward my ass while his tongue explored my 
mouth. Heat spread out within me, and for the first time in 
over three years, or maybe, if I was really honest with 


myself, for even longer, I welcomed it. I allowed myself to 
be carried away with the wave of lust and longing. 

Clinging a bit harder to Dale’s neck, I felt him respond 
by shifting me even closer to him. One of his hands was 
splayed underneath my butt, just resting there. My butt fit 
perfectly into his widespread hand, which was as much of a 
turn-on as it was terrifying. God, he was huge. 


I carded my fingers through his short, dark hair, 
memorizing the surprising softness of it. When we broke 
apart, Dale withdrew his hand from under my butt. I 
mourned the loss immediately and quite vocally. 

“No need to hurry anything.” 


“Some parts of my body would beg to differ,” I told him 
breathlessly. Actually, most of my body begged to differ 
tremendously. My cock strained against my jeans, and 
recklessly I snatched Dale’s hand to press it against the 
bulge there. 

“Oh fuck.” 

I blinked. “Did you just swear?” 

“Tm only mortal.” 

“You are?” 

“Yes, and you’re testing my patience.” 

“I’m beyond the test phase. Let’s get on with you 
losing your patience.” 

Dale took in a deep breath, then pressed our foreheads 
together. We stayed like that for some time before he 
rubbed his nose against mine. I didn’t know how to deal 
with the tenderness of this gesture and laughed self- 
consciously. 

“I take it you’re not interested?” 

Why did I feel like crying as soon as I had voiced my 
thought? Only minutes ago I had wanted him to leave my 
house, and now I wanted to get laid by him? I really 
couldn’t blame him for not reciprocating. 


“Don’t be silly. I am interested—believe me, I am.” 

“But?” 

“But it wouldn’t be right. Not now.” 

“Why not?” 

“If we’re intending to go any further, I want us both to 
be calm. I don’t want this happening as a spur of the 
moment thing. I want to do this properly.” 

“Properly?” I echoed, dumbfounded. “What do you 
mean by that?” If we didn’t get going, I would lose my 
nerve and retreat into my shell again. 

“I want to date you, make sure there’s a foundation to 
build a relationship on.” 


My stomach plummeted into a deep pit. Curling myself 
together on Dale’s lap, I choked out, “You really are an old- 
fashioned guy.” 

“Tam, and I don’t want you to be scared of me.” 

“You should have thought about that before pulling me 
on your lap and refusing to let go,” I snarled. 

“Back in a fighting mood again?” 

“Tm in a totally different mood, and you just said you 
won’t do anything about it.” 

“Shit,” Dale muttered. 

He shifted on the chair and a smile spread on my face. 
I lifted up my head and looked at him with a sweet smile 
plastered on my face. “That’s the second time in less than 
five minutes I’ve heard you swearing. I’m a horrible 
influence on you.” 

My hands strayed over to his crotch, where I found a 
rather impressive bulge. I traced the outline of his erection 
with my fingers and seductively licked my lips. In a husky 
voice I asked, “Do you need any help with that?” 

For emphasis I squeezed his erection, and he groaned 
deep in his throat. His eyes were closed and his jaw 


muscles were twitching as I kept on rubbing over the 
bulge. 
“Kit,” he pleaded in a strangled tone, “don’t.” 


I merely grinned and kept on rubbing until he pried my 
hands off him. Beads of sweat were trickling down from his 
temples as he grimaced. I tried to free my hands, but he 
held them in a steady grip. Humiliated, I dropped my eyes 
and willed the tears to stay put. 

“Don’t bolt now.” 


“I can’t bolt because you won’t let go of me,” I replied 
acidly. 

“Tm not rejecting you.” 

“It sure feels like it.” 


“Kit, I want you. More than you can imagine, but I 
want to do—” 

“It properly. Yes, I got that much.” I sulked but let Dale 
pull me close against his chest. Slowly my arousal waned, 
and I was more placid. “For the first time in th—er, quite 
some time, I want someone, and he acts like a gentleman. 
Just my luck, huh?” 

“You'll survive.” 

“You don’t know that.” 

“So, how about it? Will you give this a shot? Me dating 
you properly?” 

Would I? I gnawed on my lower lip and nervously 
twisted my hands. After a while Dale covered my hands 
with his. “I’m not good at this stuff.” 

“Will you try it?” 

This was it. Now or nothing. If I said no, Dale wouldn’t 
continue to pursue me, I was certain about that. I didn’t 
want him to stop, but the word relationship caused my 
hackles to rise. Dale didn’t interrupt my musings, just held 
me in a completely unobtrusive manner. 


I turned on his lap so I could bury my face in his shirt 
and mumbled, “Yes.” 

His laughter rumbled through his chest. He dropped 
kisses on my hair, and his hands roamed more possessively 
over my back. His reply came straight from his heart. “Thank 
you.” 

“You don’t know what you got yourself into,” I said 
darkly. Inwardly I added: And neither do I. 

“T got you, that’s all I want.” 

The adrenaline buzzing through my veins made me feel 
giddy. Eventually we disentangled from each other. Dale 
never got his coffee, but we successfully made ourselves a 
few sandwiches. While he used the bathroom, I quickly took 
my evening capsule. It was a bit late, but better late than 
never, huh? 

He bade me goodnight and pressed an almost chaste 
kiss on my mouth. We were standing on the porch when he 
asked, “How about I make reservations at a nice restaurant 
for eight tomorrow evening?” 

I spared a brief moment to wonder why I didn’t feel 
threatened or scared by the prospect of dating my boss. 
Since I couldn’t come up with a satisfying answer, I said, 
“That sounds fine.” 

Dale’s eyes lit up, and I tugged at his collar to pull him 
down to meet me in a more fervent kiss. His eyes were 
glazed when we broke apart, and I grinned at him smugly. 
He cupped my face in his hands, kissed the tip of my nose, 
and then walked away at a brisk pace. I was still breathing 
heavily when Jackson sidled up next to me. He stared at 
Dale’s retreating back as much as I did. Kneading the skin 
behind his ears, I said, “Yeah, I like him too.” 


Chapter Seven 
Friday 


I] wOKE up in my bed the next morning, which was an 
improvement over yesterday. I lay there for some time, 
intently listening to my body. No jerks, no absences. I 
heaved a sigh of relief before I crawled out of bed. I went 
downstairs to take my capsule and have breakfast. Jackson 
greeted me with his usual energetic bounce. After 
breakfast and feeding Jackson, I took a long, hot shower. 

I spent way too much time thinking about yesterday 
and what I had committed to while the water pattered 
down on me. A sudden dizzy spell took me by surprise 
when the realization dawned on me: I had given my okay to 
try a relationship. 

Breathing in and out evenly didn’t do much to calm me 
down. On shaky legs, I tumbled out of the shower stall and 
wrapped my shivering body in a big towel. I sat down on 
the toilet lid and dropped my head in my hands. 

What the hell have I done? 

This wasn’t going to work. I was incapable of some of 
the basics a real relationship was founded on, especially 
the trust thing. Dale didn’t seem to be someone who went 
ballistic easily, but I couldn’t be sure about that. I barely 
knew him, so why the hell did I trust him? At least trust him 
enough to curl up on his lap and give a relationship a try. 
The memory of me sitting on his lap brought a deep flush to 
my cheeks, and blood rushed south at a breathtaking 


tempo. I bolted upright, bent over the sink, and splashed 
cold water on my face. 

After dressing in briefs, jeans, and socks, I combed my 
hair and eyed myself critically in the bathroom mirror. The 
Same green eyes as always stared back at me. They are 
actually among my best features because they’re bright 
green with a few hazel spots in them. Usually you had to 
wear contact lenses to generate that shade of green. 

I took in the sight of the rest of my face. Still young, 
with dimples so deep they were showing off even when I 
didn’t smile, and fringes of hair covering my forehead. I 
allowed my gaze to travel down my upper body: slender, in 
places almost bony, but every muscle defined nicely. The 
thing was, I couldn’t build up thick muscles, no matter how 
much I tried. Lifting weights wasn’t advisable either. Being 
epileptic sucked on all kinds of levels. As I gazed at myself 
in the mirror, I wondered what Dale saw in me. Someone to 
rescue? Someone to protect? 

Angrily I snatched my razor and started to shave. It 
took more effort than usual because my hand was slightly 
trembling. Eventually I got through my bathroom routine 
and slipped into a T-shirt and sweatshirt. 

Jackson was waiting for me in front of the door with his 
leash dangling from his snout. He thumped a happy “there 
you are!” with his tail as soon as I sat down next to him. 
Lacing my sneakers was a bit of a challenge because 
Jackson insisted on draping himself over my thighs. 

“Get off, you’re not a baby! Really! No matter how 
often I call you baby, you’re not one.” He heaved himself up 
from my thighs, only to nudge his cold nose against my 
cheek. “Hey, don’t slobber all over me! I already had a 
shower, and we'll be late if we don’t get a move on.” 

That brought him up with a bark and a jump. He 
shoved his leash into my hands, forcing me to clip it on his 
collar. This time I slipped into my coat and even put a pair 


of gloves into one of those oversized pockets. As I locked 
the front door I said, “I already have you to protect me, 
right? I don’t need a human bear for that.” 

Jackson stared at me. I sighed. “Don’t mind me. I’m 
scared out of my wits.” 

We started walking toward the clinic with me deep in 
thought and Jackson happily nosing along the way. It was 
another beautiful autumn day. The air was crisp and clear, 
and the sun illuminated the cascade of multicolored leaves. 
The trees were just starting to lose their leaves. They 
formed a carpet on the paths in the park, sometimes 
swallowing our footsteps completely, sometimes crunching 
beneath my shoes. Jackson explored the new and exciting 
fragrances with great enthusiasm. 

I smiled as I watched my dog. Little clouds formed in 
front of us as we exhaled, adding to the feeling of 
surrealism around me. Trying to keep my mind off Dale, I 
wandered after Jackson, who knew our route to work by 
heart. Every few minutes I had to remind myself I wasn’t 
going to think about Dale and what he might see in me. He 
wasn’t Hutch; he was Dale. Good old-fashioned Dale who 
wanted to date me properly, who made me feel safe and 
rather reckless. 

By the time we reached the clinic, I was smiling and 
felt more like myself. Actually I felt more like my old self, 
the one I had buried upon Hutch’s arrival. I was more in 
control, not always scared to death. I even allowed myself 
to let someone close to me, even though I was very much 
aware that Dale could hurt me deeply. Was I seriously ready 
to pluck up my courage? 

After unlocking the door, I switched on the lights and 
the electrical equipment we needed. Swiftly, I aired the two 
waiting rooms before putting on the heater. Jackson had 
curled himself under my desk as soon as we entered the 
clinic and was napping peacefully. I was brewing up the 


first pot of coffee when Lisa and Abby strolled in. They 
assisted Alan and were easy company. Both were thirty- 
eight years old, married, and had two children each. They 
were best friends and always together, so it wasn’t 
surprising they even worked together. Sometimes I 
suspected there was more than just friendship to it, but I 
never asked. Or maybe it was only one-sided. I often found 
the tall and dark-haired Abby staring wistfully at the 
smaller, plumper Lisa. They greeted me and we chatted for 
a while. 

“So, how do you like Dale?” Lisa asked. 

“Um, he’s okay, I guess.” 

“Just okay? Have you looked at him?” 

“Lisa,” Abby chided, “not everyone inspects someone 
else as closely as you do.” 

There it was—that subtle hint of jealousy. Or was it just 
plain disapproval and I read too much into Abby’s words? 

“I just meant that it’s past time for Kit to get back on 
the market, and Dale is a fine-looking man.” 

I choked on my coffee. Not only because of Lisa’s 
remark. The fine-looking man in question was grinning at 
us from where he leaned against the doorframe. 

“Oh God, that’s embarrassing!” Abby squeezed out. 

Lisa’s face colored, though she tried to come across 
unfazed. “I was only stating the obvious.” 

“Don’t you have something to say about it?” Abby 
turned to me with her hands on her hips and a big scowl on 
her face. 

I was probably possessed by a wicked demon, because 
it couldn’t possibly be me who said, “I was on the market 
for a short time, and now I’m off again. He is a fine-looking 
man. I couldn’t help noticing that.” 

Lisa’s mouth dropped open, and then she let out a 
shrill scream and pulled me into a fierce hug. Abby was 


quick on the uptake and rescued me from burning my hand 
with coffee by taking my mug. Lisa was blathering about 
how happy she was for me and that it was about time. 

Shit! How could I have proclaimed we were dating 
without talking to Dale first? He was my boss, and we’d 
known each other for less than two days, and I practically 
outed him. That was typically me—acting first, thinking 
later. 

Suddenly I felt awkward and apprehensive. Ruefully I 
glanced over to Dale, hoping that he wasn’t angry with me. 
He walked over to us, his face impassive, which couldn’t 
mean good things coming my way. Abby helped by pulling 
Lisa off me, then steered her friend to one of the exam 
rooms. 

Without looking at Dale, I offered, “I’m sorry, that was 
out of line.” 

“What was out of line?” 

I dared to look up at him. His face was scrunched up in 
confusion as he poured himself coffee. “I... didn’t mean to... 
to proclaim that we’re, um, dating. It’s only your second 
day here, and not everyone likes to have their sexuality in 
the open.” 

Dale laughed, then tousled my hair. “Don’t look so 
worried. A smile suits you much better.” 

“You’re not... offended?” 

“No. Alan knows I’m gay. I never made a secret out of 
it. I don’t wear a sign around my neck, but I don’t deny it 
either. So, I made a reservation at La Ristorante for eight. I 
thought I couldn’t go wrong with Italian.” 

“Sure. Italian sounds fine,” I heard myself saying. 

Was it really that easy? 

It obviously was. Dale picked up his mug and then 
stooped to kiss me. Right at my desk where everyone could 
see us, as if this was the most natural thing to do. I heard 


an excited squeal from the direction of one of the exam 
rooms, then hushed voices and the click of a door. Dale 
winked at me and strolled away to hang up his jacket. I 
heard Jackson’s paws clicking on the floor as he hurried 
after Dale. 

Astonished, I blinked and touched my still-tingling lips 
with my fingers. I jumped when Alan cleared his throat. “It 
seems to be a good morning,” he commented. 

Faintly and with a good deal of color in my cheeks, I 
replied, “It seems so.” 

Alan smiled at me, got himself a mug, and went to his 
office. Jackson came back a few minutes later, carrying a 
chewing bone. “Where did you get that from?” 

“From me. I thought he might like it,” Dale replied. 

Jackson settled under the desk and on top of my feet, 
where he noisily gnawed on the bone. “He does.” I was 
feeling disconcertingly audacious that day and added, 
“What are you doing during your lunch break?” 

“I was going to acquaint myself with some 
administrative stuff. Why? Do you have a better offer on 
how I could spend my time?” 

“You could come to the park with me and Jackson. 
There’s a coffeehouse on the south side where we could 
grab something to eat.” 

Dale sat down on the edge of my desk, his thigh 
brushing my arm. My heart galloped so hard it bordered on 
being painful. How old was I again? I wasn’t a teenager 
who asked out his crush for the very first time, fearing to 
be put down. Although I sure felt like an awkward teenager 
at that point. 

Dale smiled down at me, his blue eyes shining more 
brightly than usual. “That is a really tempting offer. I think 
Pll take you up on it.” 


I smiled back at him. Without sparing a conscious 
thought about what I was doing, I tilted up my head, and 
Dale immediately bent over to kiss me again. “I could get 
used to that,” I admitted. 

“Me too. See, the whole doing it properly business has 
some advantages.” 

“And the disadvantage of leaving me with blue balls,” I 
muttered very quietly. 

Dale still heard me. He raised an eyebrow, and the 
corners of his mouth twitched. “It’ll be all the more 
satisfying in the end.” 

“Tt’ll be over in ten seconds in the end.” 

Dale laughed and, not for the first time, I thought how 
much his face lit up in those moments. “I guess we better 
get to work.” 

“That would probably be the best,” I agreed. 

The first two patients of the day entered the clinic at 
once, and I greeted them. After that, Dale and I were busy 
until noon. 


JACKSON was tugging at my jeans impatiently at noon while 
we waited for Dale to finish a call. My dog was not pleased 
with me, and I seriously feared for the survival of the right 
leg of my pants. Jackson had changed tactics from tugging 
at my jeans to herding me toward the front door by the 
time Dale finally finished. 

“T didn’t think he’d act like this.” 

“Jackson likes routine, and he gets kinda pissy when 
it’s way past his time for a walk.” 

Jackson confirmed my statement with a bark. A second 
later we heard a loud clash from the wardrobe, where I 
found my dog tangled up in my coat. By the time I 
disentangled him from my jacket, we were panting and 


Dale was chuckling. He helped me into my coat, and I 
couldn’t help but quip, “You’re really into that gentleman 
stuff, huh?” 

Dale stopped his movements with a puzzled expression 
on his face. A short time later he shrugged and smiled at 
me sheepishly. “I want to make a good impression, I guess.” 

“By helping me into my coat? I’m not a girl, you know.” 

“You don’t say.” With that he pulled me into a crushing 
hug, squeezed my butt, and ravaged my mouth. Belatedly I 
recognized that he had lifted me off my feet to bring our 
groins in close contact. I moaned under the onslaught and 
gave as good as I got. 

We were interrupted by Jackson barking loudly. He 
picked up his leash from the floor and then hauled himself 
up on his hind paws. I was gazing at him out of glazed eyes, 
still trying to catch my breath, when he nudged my ribs 
firmly with his snout. It elicited a painful yelp from me. 

“We should probably go for that walk now.” 

Defeated, I agreed. 

Dale and I followed Jackson outside. The sun was 
shining, but I was still glad to be wearing my long coat, if 
not for the warmth value then for the fact that it hid the 
prominent bulge in my jeans. Dale was not faring much 
better, even though he adjusted himself very discreetly. I 
grinned at him and batted my eyelashes coyly when he 
asked, “What?” 

“Oh nothing.” 

“I raise your nothing to a something.” 

“You just look... pained.” 

“Iam in pain. We're still doing this properly.” 

“Geez, you’re nuts!” 

Dale merely grinned at me. 

The walk in itself was nice and companionable. In the 
park, we played fetch with Jackson until he found two other 


dogs to scuffle with. Dale and I watched the dogs, chatted a 
bit with the other two dog owners, whom I vaguely knew, 
and then strolled toward the south exit of the park. 

“Do you want to sit inside?” 

“Not necessarily. It’s warm enough to sit here in the 
park. How about we grab a coffee and something to eat and 
occupy one of the benches? It’s less noisy out here,” Dale 
said. 

“There will be no free bench left by the time we get 
back.” 

“T’ll go and get something while you hold the fort, how 
about that?” 

“Wouldn't it be better the other way around? It would 
be easier for you to scare people away.” 

“Tm not scary.” 

“No, but you have the jacket and the figure to scare 
people off.” 

“You have a huge black dog sitting next to you.” 

“But—” 

“I’m done with this discussion. Anything special you 
want to have?” 

My explosion was imminent. “You’re done with this 
discussion? Who the hell do you think you are?” 

“I’m Dale Miller, the new vet. Nice to meet you, Mr. 
Wildcat.” 

“IL... you....” I sputtered to a halt, then took a deep 
breath and thought. Dale was standing in front of me, 
totally relaxed and calm. His eyes were piercing, though. 
Meekly I said, “This isn’t about who’s better able to hold 
onto the bench.” 

“Nope. So, is there anything special you’d like to 
have?” 

I shook my head and sat down. Dale smiled, waved, 
and walked over to the coffeehouse. Jackson rested his 


head on my lap, and absentmindedly I stroked his head. 

“What was that about, then? He’s confusing the shit 
outta me.” 

Jackson let out a heavy sigh of disapproval. Whether he 
disapproved of my choice of words or that I had stopped 
stroking was his secret. Why did I do what Dale said? I 
hadn’t obeyed due to fear, I was sure of that. I had been 
livid only a few minutes ago, but there hadn’t been a trace 
of fear within me. As I puzzled over my behavior, Dale came 
back with a big bag filled with delicious goodies. The smell 
of freshly baked muffins and pastries reached my nose and 
my mouth watered. 

Dale placed the bag and two big Styrofoam cups 
between us on the bench. I sniffed and frowned. “That’s not 
coffee.” 

“Tt’s hot cocoa.” 

“You’ve got a sweet tooth?” 

“T like everything sweet.” 

I groaned but blushed nonetheless. “That was bad.” 

“Maybe,” he laughed, “but it’s also the truth.” 

Sitting cross-legged on the bench, I ripped open the 
bag and tried the first pastry. Dale had gotten an 
assortment of mini-pastries, including cheesecake, 
tiramisu, and other seasonal goodies. Around a mouthful of 
delicious strawberry cake, I said, “This isn’t the healthiest 
lunch I ever had.” 

“But it’s one of the tastiest, right?” 

I nodded. When the worst hunger was over, it suddenly 
hit me. “You’re wooing me. That’s why you wanted to go 
alone. You wanted to pay for the food and be a gentleman.” 

“Tm always a gentleman.” 

“Yeah, and I look even more like a fool than usual,” I 
sighed. “I’m sorry for flipping out. I don’t take orders too 
kindly.” 


“You’re no fool, get that out of your head. I’m sorry too 
—for having made you uncomfortable. I sometimes take 
charge of everything even though I know I shouldn’t.” 

“I already figured that you like to be in charge,” I 
replied dryly. 

“Will that be a problem for you?” 

I squirmed uncomfortably on the hard bench and 
avoided eye contact. Yes, it was a problem for me. My 
outburst had been proof of that. On the other hand, I did 
like how he handled things, so far at least. 

“Kit?” 

My head snapped up, and what I saw caused me to 
inhale sharply. Dale was worried; his lips were pressed 
together in a tight line and his eyes looked at me 
searchingly. I swallowed heavily before I answered 
honestly, “I don’t know. It’s all rather confusing at the 
moment. I’m not keen on feeling, er, swishy, and you 
ordering me around makes me feel exactly like that.” 

My cheeks were flaming after my admission. I had 
never admitted that aloud to anyone. I had snapped and 
snarled in certain situations, but I had never openly talked 
about it. How did Dale do that? 

“You’re not even remotely close to being effeminate. 
You’re one of the most prickly men I’ve ever met.” 

I pulled a face. “Prickly, eh? I don’t know if I like that 
better.” 

He raised an eyebrow, and I quickly conceded, “Okay, 
you’re right. I like being seen as prickly much better.” 

It meant I wasn’t seen as weak and fragile. I absolutely 
loathed the thought of being seen like that. Memories of me 
having a gran mal seizure in high school drained all color 
from my face. No one without the personal experience 
could ever understand how humiliating it was when your 
body totally crapped out on you. As a teenager I often 


wished to be at least unconscious during those seizures, 
but that never happened. 

I still hadn’t come to terms with the epilepsy and all 
the related stuff, but it was getting easier since it was 
under control. It was the only good thing that came out of 
the disastrous relationship with Hutch. I had taken better 
care of myself afterward. Yet, I loathed myself for having 
been weak and becoming more and more fragile during my 
time with Hutch. 

I swallowed on a huge lump in my throat and stared 
into the distance. The wipe of Dale’s thumb against the 
corner of my mouth jerked me out of my musing. “There 
were crumbs,” he said mildly. 

The tenderness in his voice was almost my undoing. 
Had I always been so prone to tears? Swallowing heavily 
again, I said, “Thanks. For, um, buying me lunch.” 

I wanted to thank him for a lot more. For having 
helped me two days ago, for spending time with me, for 
making me laugh and smile again. For encouraging me to 
find the courage to trust again. None of my internal 
thoughts left my lips. 

“You’re welcome. Are we still going out tonight? I have 
to warn you that I might pull out your chair for you, hold 
open the door and such stuff.” 

I heaved a dramatic sigh, pulled a pastry from the bag, 
and laid a piece on Dale’s tongue. “Couldn’t you be a little 
less courteous?” 

“Would it help if I swear more?” 

“Tt would be a start.” 

“TU try.” 

“All right. Since you’re going to try, I’ll try not to make 
a fuss when you're being overly polite.” 

“Deal.” 


WE FINISHED our lunch with no more soul-deep admissions 
from me and just talked about the weather, pets, and 
whatever else floated into our minds. It was so easy to talk 
to him, it bordered on being worrisome. 

When we walked back I remembered I had promised to 
call my dad. I even intended to call him before the 
afternoon consultation hours started but never got around 
to doing it. Dale and I arrived just in time, receiving a very 
knowing stare from Alan and a beaming smile from Lisa. 
Abby merely rolled her eyes and tugged Lisa away with her. 

“We’re gossip material right now,” I muttered under 
my breath. 

“Is that bad?” 

“I don’t know. Is it?” 

“Not for me.” Dale hesitated and then asked, “You’re 
not embarrassed to be seen with me, are you?” 

I was stunned into speechlessness. At least for a few 
seconds. “Are you crazy? Why would I be embarrassed to be 
seen with you?” 

“Well, you can probably have every guy you want, and 
I’m just... me.” 

I had a very hard time trying to wrap my mind around 
what he said and what he had implied. Slowly I said, “I 
never would have taken you for an insecure guy. And just to 
be clear—I like you.” 

“T wouldn’t say insecure. I know that I’m not the worst- 
looking guy around, but you....” He trailed off. 

“But I?” 

“Have you looked in a mirror lately?” 

“Yes.” 

“What did you see?” 

“A guy who’s in strong need of a haircut.” 

“Kit.” 


“What? You asked what I saw, and I told you.” 

We were still standing at the wardrobe, and he pulled 
me into a tight hug. Looking at him was impossible without 
getting a severe crick in my neck, so I settled on resting my 
head against his chest. Which reminded me of our 
differences in height and build. With his arms around me, it 
felt like entering a cocoon. 

“I see a beautiful young man with the greenest eyes in 
the world. You could make a helluva shitload of money as a 
model.” 

I flushed brightly, and my vocal cords ceased to work 
for a whole minute. His voice had been calm, with a touch 
of dreaminess to it, but at the same time it was so utterly 
sincere. When I finally got rid of the frog in my throat, I 
said, “You swore. Again.” 

“Told you I’d try harder.” 

I chuckled and squeezed my arms around his waist. He 
was nicely shaped underneath his clothes. I could feel his 
back muscles flexing when he shifted from one foot to the 
other. Roughly I squeezed out, “Don’t... don’t say such stuff. 
It makes me uncomfortable.” 

“Why? It’s the truth.” 

“You said it as if you weren’t good enough for me.” 

He didn’t answer. A sudden bout of irrational fear 
surged through me, and I loosened his embrace. Taking a 
step backward, I looked up at him. “You are good for me, 
and I’m more than just a pretty face. And that’s about the 
maximum amount of talk about feelings I can take for one 
day.” 

He laughed, which caused his eyes to twinkle. “Okay, 
okay, I get it. I’ll back off. No more emotional topics for the 
rest of the day.” 

“Thank God!” I exclaimed while theatrically wiping 
sweat from my forehead. I snickered before I told him, “You 
sounded like a lovesick puppy.” 


As we walked over to the reception area he replied, “I 
don’t have any resemblance to a puppy. If anyone has, then 
it’s you because of the floppy hair.” 

“T already said I need a haircut, and everyone else 
always says I bear more of a resemblance to a kitten.” 

“Oh, I have to remember that!” Dale told me 
cheerfully. 

I wanted to kick myself. Throwing myself onto my 
chair, I growled, “Don’t you have any work to do?” 

“What animal do I resemble?” 

Exasperated, I stared at him. “Is that a real question?” 

“Yep, and you better answer it. Maybe Ill forget about 
the kitten part then.” 

“You're evil, you know that?” 

“I’m wounded. Now tell me.” 

“What if I don’t think you resemble any animal?” 

“You're blushing.” 

“Which means?” 

“That you do have an answer, but it’s making you 
uncomfortable to say it out loud. Why’s that?” 

“Holy shit, you’re a real nuisance!” 

“Don’t swear, answer my question, or I’ll make a real 
nuisance of myself.” 

He said it without malice, but I still had to swallow 
hard before saying, “Sorry, that sounded just flippant in my 
head, not rude.” 

“What about the animal resemblance?” 

I stared at him and then snorted. “You’re unbelievable, 
and you’re a bear.” 

“Tam?” He smiled in delight. 

“Yeah, you are. A big teddy bear.” 

“Damn. I so wanted to be a grizzly bear or something 
similarly impressive. All right. I’ll leave you to your work, 


then.” 

Dale walked away, and I sat there, staring at his 
retreating back with a probably very dumbfounded 
expression on my face. He was impressive—in every way. 
There was, of course, the physical evidence. He was one of 
the tallest men I had ever met. He was muscular but not 
overly so. I liked feeling his strength, and I loved his smile. 
What I really loved about him was his easy attitude, that he 
didn’t let me drive him away. 

I was falling in love. In a sheer, breathtaking tempo, 
and I couldn’t find the emergency stop. 

My sudden realization left me dizzy and slightly 
breathless. Jackson peered up at me from under the desk, 
then heaved a heavy sigh. He got up and put his big head in 
my lap. He thumped his tail hard on the floor, maybe telling 
me everything was going to be okay, and I bent over him to 
rub my nose against his head. His tail kept on wagging 
until I found my equilibrium, or at least enough of it so I 
could go back to work. 


Chapter Eight 


THE afternoon was pretty busy, and I was glad when work 
was over. Jackson approved of getting out into the fresh air 
too. Dale and I argued about him accompanying me, which 
I ended with, “Geez, Dale, I don’t need a bodyguard. I walk 
this route every day at least twice. I’m not some damn 
damsel in distress, so knock it off!” 

He stared at me, crossed his arms in front of his chest, 
and grumbled, “Excuse me for being worried about you.” 

I huffed in exasperation. If he was that protective of 
me now, how would he react knowing I was epileptic? I 
pushed that thought aside. “There is nothing to worry 
about. I’m able to take care of myself. I actually did that for 
a long time. Don’t act like an overprotective caveman.” 

“Tm not a caveman.” 


The indignation in his voice elicited a chuckle out of 
me. “You so are.” 

His face was a battlefield of various emotions, and I 
blinked in astonishment. Eventually he sighed, pinched the 
bridge of his nose, and said, “I’ll pick you up at a quarter to 
eight. Would that be okay?” 

“That would be fine.” 

I took a step toward him and raised myself up on 
tiptoes. His arms settled around me as he stooped to press 
a firm kiss on my mouth. My hands found their way into 
Dale’s hair, threaded through it, and I enjoyed the silky 
sensation. I was about to deepen the kiss when someone 


cleared his throat. I would have jumped and bolted, but 
Dale’s arms tightened around me to keep me close. 

“I’m glad you two are getting along so well, but would 
you mind moving... whatever you’re doing to a more private 
place?” Alan asked. 

“Sure,” I croaked. 

Dale dropped a light kiss on my forehead before he 
released me. I swiftly slipped into my coat, whistled to 
Jackson, and left work with flaming cheeks. 


AT HOME I filled Jackson’s bowls and swallowed my evening 
dose of Depakene. I stared at the package holding the 
capsules with faint disgust. I did not want to be epileptic. 
On the other hand, the meds helped, and the epilepsy was 
well controlled now. 

I wasn’t normally a cleanness fanatic, but I took the 
second shower of the day anyway. I really wanted to make a 
good impression. As I stood under the warm spray of water, 
a chill made me shiver. The thought of wanting to make a 
good impression on Dale was scaring me more than I was 
comfortable with. He wasn’t going to hurt me, I told myself 
over and over again, like a mantra, until the panic ebbed 
away. Dale was not Hutch, and he wouldn’t turn into Mr. 
Hyde. 

I turned the water hotter, soaped my body thoroughly, 
and then lathered my hair. Finally clean and fresh, I 
stepped out of the shower, toweled off, and put on briefs. As 
I blow-dried my hair, I grimaced at my reflection in the 
mirror. I really needed a haircut. Usually I wore my hair 
neatly parted, and it ended right above my ears. Whenever 
it began to cover my earlobes, I went to the barber. Lately I 
was getting lazy. My hair was already touching my 
shoulders, which I disliked greatly. I stuck out my tongue at 


my reflection and vowed to go to the barbershop first thing 
tomorrow morning. Which only left me with the task of 
finding clothes. 


I growled at myself for not having asked what kind of 
restaurant “La Ristorante” was. Did I need to wear a suit? 
Or could I go wearing jeans? 


For a short moment I debated calling Dale to ask for 
fashion advice, but that felt just wrong. After a short 
internal debate, I shrugged and decided on wearing black 
jeans and a dark green pullover. I was just lacing my shoes 
when the doorbell rang. Jackson trudged to it, and when I 
opened the door to reveal Dale, he wagged his tail in 
excitement. 


My nervousness made way for open appreciation upon 
seeing my date. Dale was also wearing black jeans, a white 
button-down shirt, and a black sports coat. He was 
gorgeous—plain and simple gorgeous. The belt buckle drew 
my attention to his slim waist, and I licked my lips. 


“You look great,” he said in a husky voice. 
“Y-you too,” I stammered out. “Shall we go?” 


He nodded and then came closer to peck me on the 
cheek. Jackson watched as Dale took my coat and helped 
me into it. I dropped a curtsey and fluttered my eyelashes 
coyly. Dale laughed out loud, and I joined him. 

“You could simply say when I’m too courteous, you 
know.” 


I shrugged. “But where would be the fun in that?” 


Dale pulled me close and kissed me for real. Slightly 
out of breath, I said, “We could skip dinner and go straight 
to dessert.” 


A groan escaped Dale’s mouth before he rubbed his 
nose in the hollow of my neck. “Do you know how difficult it 
was to get a table at that restaurant for Friday evening on 
such short notice? If we don’t go, I’ll never be able to make 


another reservation. Though the most important part is 
that we agreed to date properly.” 

“Are you really interested in me?” I asked with open 
incredulity and a touch of exasperation. “I’ve never had to 
convince someone so hard. Most guys I’d never even think 
about inviting to my home.” 


I was not used to not getting my way. It was 
disconcerting but oddly comforting at the same time. He 
was careful, didn’t rush me, and the whole wooing thing 
was... kind of cute. 

“I’m not most guys, and I intend to do this right. I don’t 
want us doing anything you might regret later,” Dale said. 
He cupped my face in his hands and stroked his thumbs 
along my cheekbones, eliciting a full-body shudder from 
me. Smiling, he added hoarsely, “Oh, and never think I’m 
not interested, because I’m absolutely crazy about you.” 

“How can you be crazy about me? You barely know 
me.” 

Dale closed his eyes, kissed the tip of my nose, and 
released my face. “I just am. Come on, let’s go.” 

Jackson distracted me by whining because he wasn’t 
allowed to go with us. The look he gave me before I closed the 
door was so reproachful it tore at my heart. To ease my 
uneasiness, I said to Dale, “He’s not used to being alone 
much.” 

“He’s a big boy, he’ll survive.” 

“I’m not used to being without him much either.” 

“TIl make sure you'll be okay until I drop you off in his 
care later.” 

“Haha, very funny,” I replied dryly as I climbed into his 
Car. 

“Yo, not only am I overly courteous, I’m also funny as 
hell.” 


I snorted and shook my head. “Just drive, Romeo.” 


Dale grinned and pulled the car into traffic. 


THE restaurant was a small one, with only eight tables. It 
couldn’t hold more than thirty people at maximum. When 
Dale and I entered, all the other tables were occupied, most 
of them by couples. Only two tables were occupied with 
four people each. It was a cozy and discreet atmosphere, 
which I liked immediately. 


We were greeted with obvious respect and courtesy, 
and then a waiter led us to our table. Big plants, I didn’t 
know their names but recognized them as some kind of 
palm trees, were scattered in the one big room that was La 
Ristorante. It took me a moment to realize that they 
weren’t scattered thoughtlessly but placed strategically to 
give each table as much privacy as possible. 

I rolled my eyes when Dale pulled out my chair for me, 
but said nothing. He wanted it that way, and it didn’t hurt 
me to play along. The waiter brought us the menus, and 
both of us hid behind them for a while. Dale’s low voice 
pulled me out of my internal struggle between ordering a 
pizza or pasta. 

“How am I supposed to order something from this 
menu? There are no numbers, and I can’t even read the 
names of those dishes.” 

I chuckled. “Oh, it’s easy. You just point with your 
finger at what you want and say ‘I'd like this here’.” 

“T bet you can pronounce the names correctly.” 

Startled, I looked at him. “Why would you think that?” 

“Haven’t you been an interpreter?” 

“Yeah,” I said, caught off guard. “How did you know?” 

It was Dale’s turn to shift on his chair. He gave me a 
lopsided smile before he answered, “I might have asked 
Alan about you.” 


“You did? You could have asked me,” I said, hesitating 
before I went on, “and you’re right. I worked as an 
interpreter before I started working for Alan.” 

“See, I knew you'd be able to pronounce these...,” he 
trailed off, pointing at the card and then continuing, slightly 
embarrassed, “hieroglyphics correctly.” 


I laughed out loud. Him waving and stammering 
sheepishly was such an adorable sight. I reached out for his 
hand and patted it. “It’s Italian, and I don’t know any 
Italian. I was an interpreter for German and Spanish.” 

“You can talk fluently in two other languages?” 


“My mother was German, and I was raised bilingually, 
so that’s not a big deal. Spanish was easy to learn. Well, at 
least easier than French. I never got the hang of the French 
grammar; the best grade I ever got was a B. I dropped that 
class and took up Spanish instead. Didn’t you learn any 
other language in school?” 

“Learning other languages didn’t interest me much. I 
wouldn’t have been any good at them anyhow. I was always 
more interested in biology and animals. I figured out very 
early that I wanted to become a vet.” 


“I never knew what profession I should choose as a 
kid. Everyone told me I should become an interpreter or 
translator because of my language skills, and that’s what I 
did. It must be great to have a dream as a kid and follow 
through with it.” 

“Tt is. I’m good at my job, and it’s a fulfilling one. I’d 
never change it,” Dale said with conviction. I admired him 
for that. 


The waiter came and we placed our orders: filet 
mignon for Dale and ravioli arrabiata for me. The silence 
that had stretched out between us after Dale’s last remark 
was Starting to be unsettling, but my mind was too blank to 
come up with an easy topic. Dale rescued us both when he 


asked, “So, how did you end up working as a receptionist 
for Alan?” 


I winced visibly and told myself not to snap at Dale, 
who was only asking out of polite curiosity and not in a 
deprecating manner. Taking a deep breath, I forced my 
voice to sound steady and without rancor. “It’s a long story, 
which I don’t want to tell right now.” 


“Oh. Okay.” 


“I’m sorry if that sounds harsh. It’s just... not a good 
topic to talk about. I mean, I like doing the work, and I 
don’t want to do anything else. It’s just that the reason for 
me changing my profession is, er, not something pleasant. 
It’s also totally unsuitable to tell on a date.” 

I smiled at him, hoping he wouldn’t press on. That 
would put a serious damper on the good atmosphere. 
Baffled, I became aware I was enjoying the evening so far. I 
wanted to go on with it; I didn’t want anything to spoil our 
fun. 

“What? You look as if you just had a realization of epic 
proportions.” 

“Are you psychic or what?” 

“Not that I’m aware of.” When I didn’t join the 
conversation, he asked, “So, what did you realize?” 

“That I want to enjoy our date.” 

“You're not enjoying it so far?” 

“What? No. I am enjoying it so far. I don’t want to ruin it 
by talking about something I find highly... uncomfortable.” 
That was putting it mildly. A more suitable word would have 
been “scary,” but then Dale was surely going to ask more 
questions. 

“All right, I get it. Backing off here. What would you 
like to talk about?” 

Nothing too personal, nothing that would be 
emotionally draining or upsetting. That definitely excluded 


talking about my relationship with Hutch as well as my 
epilepsy. “How about work? What do you like best about 
being a vet?” 

Dale’s blue eyes lit up when he started talking. 


WE HAD a great time together. The food was delicious and, 
once we started talking about safe topics, the conversation 
flowed easily. I relaxed more and more and even told him 
about my family. That my mother had died when I was four, 
that I was the one who resembled her the most. I even 
voiced feeling slightly guilty because I couldn’t remember 
much about her. Dale listened to every word intently. His 
attention made me feel special, almost cherished. 

“How did your father react when you told him you’re 
into guys?” Dale asked. 

My face contorted into a horrified grimace. Dale’s eyes 
widened, and he leaned forward on his elbows with a 
sympathetic smile. “That bad, huh?” 

“Well, I didn’t exactly tell him about my preference....” 
I trailed off. 

“Caught in the act?” 

That had been eleven years ago, and here I was sitting 
in a fine restaurant with my eyes downcast and my cheeks 
burning at the memory. Embarrassed, I mumbled, “Right in 
the middle of the act. It was the most mortifying moment of 
my entire life.” 

“Poor baby,” Dale said while he patted my hand. 

My head snapped up. I wore my darkest scowl. I was 
actually hissing when I replied, “I’m nota baby.” 

“I know, but it was the easiest way to get you looking 
at me.” 

Tongue-tied, I gaped at him. Dale didn’t have the good 
grace to look at least a tiny bit sheepish. He looked 


absolutely impudent. “You’re an ass,” I told him. 

“Why? Because I knew which button to push?” 

Exactly. He’d known me for two days and had already 
figured out how to get certain reactions from me. I wasn’t 
sure how I felt about that. “No, because I told you about the 
most humiliating situation in my life and you’re patronizing 
me.” 

“I’m not patronizing you, and you know that. Stop 
screwing around with me.” 

No one had ever called me on my bullshit as much as he 
did, especially not in the last three years. I got away with a 
lot because I was the poor victim, the poor baby who 
couldn’t take care of himself. Dale was the first one to 
corner me and demand that I change my attitude. It was 
unsettling as much as it was comforting. To save face I 
growled, “I’d screw around in a different way, but you insist 
on us taking it slow.” 

Dale sighed. “I just don’t want to rush things, Kit.” 

“Yeah, I got that.” 

We were silent for a moment, and then Dale frowned, 
and I struggled to keep my deadpan expression. “Okay,” he 
said slowly, “that was you feeling guilty and uncomfortable 
and changing the topic.” 

I cringed. When did I become so obvious? 

“Do you want some dessert? Ice cream, perhaps? We 
could split, one bowl, two spoons.” Hopefully, I plastered 
my softest smile on my face. 

Dale snorted and shook his head. “I’m not that easily 
distracted. Not even when you flutter your pretty eyelashes 
at me.” 

“I didn’t flutter my eyelashes at you.” 

“No?” 

The damn chair was getting really uncomfortable after 
a while. Neither shifting around nor squirming helped to 


ease my discomfort. “So what? Maybe I did. We’re 
supposed to be on a date, not on a behavioral training 
program.” 

Dale started at my words, which admittedly came out a 
tad on the acid side. The nice evening was speeding up to a 
disastrous end. For which I was mostly responsible. Why 
did I have to go through the roof every time I thought 
someone was acting patronizing? 


Dale had just made a joke, or maybe he had even used 
baby more as an endearment. I pressed the heels of my 
hands against my eyes when the prickling sensation there 
told me that I was losing my nerve. Dale’s fingers curled 
around mine, and, as I was utterly unprepared for this 
tender gesture, I jumped. He pulled my hands from my 
face, and I forced a watery smile. 

“T’m sorry,” he said softly. 


I blinked. What was he sorry for? I was the one 
throwing a tantrum, not him. “What for?” 

“For having given you the impression I want to change 
you in any way.” 

“It’s not your fault that I reacted way out of proportion 
to what you said. Usually I’m not that much of a fool.” 

“You are no fool, and I don’t want to listen to you being 
so hard on yourself anymore, so stop it.” 

A wry smile crossed my face. “Stop it? How are you 
going to make me stop it, Mr. Teddy Bear?” 

“Be careful the teddy bear doesn’t change into a 
grizzly bear.” 

I put my free hand over my heart and sighed 
dramatically. “Oh no! What am I going to do, then?” 

Dale’s eyes gleamed _ predatorily. Mesmerized, I 
watched his tongue flicking out, licking over his bottom lip. 
I barely heard him talk to me, I was so absorbed in 
watching him. 


“Kit? Don’t space out on me,” Dale chuckled. 

“Uh. What? I didn’t... didn’t... I was just thinking.” 

“Thinking or dreaming?” 

At least he was making fun of my inattentiveness. Well, 
what else could he do? He didn’t know about my history of 
absence seizures. 


Slowly the tip of his tongue traced a wet trail on his 
bottom lip. I swallowed heavily. I wanted him. No, scratch 
that, I desired him, craved to be touched and kissed by him. 
I wanted him to surround me, hold me, and fill me. 

My eyes widened in shock at my last thought. I had 
never been the biggest fan of the whole penetration 
business, and after my relationship with Hutch, I was 
seriously put off by the mere thought. I had vowed to never 
let myself be in such a vulnerable position again. Still, the 
thought of Dale filling me didn’t scare me. On the contrary, 
it sent sizzling heat to my groin, causing my body to 
shudder. Hoarsely I replied, “Dreaming.” 

“Seems to be a rather... entertaining dream.” 

The fucking tease. 

“Very. I’m sure you’d like to participate.” 

Dale moaned softly, then let go of my hand abruptly. I 
blinked at him. 

“You’re going to kill me.” 

“That’s too bad. I had plans for you.” 

“Well, maybe you’re not going to kill me, but you’re 
definitely responsible for my damp underwear.” 

“Thank God for the invention of washing machines, 
huh?” 

Dale smiled and waved at the waiter. We ordered a 
huge bowl of ice cream and spooned it in silence. After 
Dale paid the bill, on which he insisted because it belonged 
on his internal list of dating properly, we walked to his car. 


I still had a semi-hard erection and quickly zipped up 
my coat. Dale was walking next to me without his jacket. 
Instead he had it draped over an arm, which conveniently 
covered his crotch. Innocently I asked, “Wouldn’t it be 
better if you put your jacket on?” 

“I’m fine, thank you.” 


His face told a completely different story. I laughed at 
him. “No, you’re not.” 

He shrugged nonchalantly before he opened the 
passenger door for me. “You’re right, I’m not.” 

“I could make you feel better?” I asked hopefully. 

Dale thumped his head against the door and let out a 
long-suffering sigh. “You make me feel great. Better than I 
have in a very long time.” 

Startled, I gazed at him and then decided on honesty. 
“I could say the same.” 

“See, we have something special going on, which is why 
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“We won't rush things,” I said, finishing his sentence. 

Shaking my head vigorously, I grabbed for the seat belt 
and buckled up. One of Dale’s hands landed heavily on my 
head before he turned it around to face him. His facial 
expression was so earnest that I only gazed at him quietly. 

“This is not a joke for me, Kit. And I’m not being a pain 
in the ass to annoy you.” 

“That’s the whole problem, isn’t it? If you would be a 
pain in my ass, then you wouldn’t annoy me at all.” 

“Oh God.” Dale stiffened and gritted his teeth while a 
heavy shiver surged through his solid body. It was a very 
interesting image, one I decided to cherish. 

Impertinently, I grinned up at him. “Acting all 
gentleman-like sounds much better in books than it is in 
real life, huh?” 


“You are so going to pay for that,” Dale said fiercely. 
“When the time is right.” 


“Oh great!” I muttered in frustration. 


Dale firmly closed the passenger door, walked around 
the car, and got inside. He directed a pointed glare at me. 
“TIl decide when the right time is. Remember that you 
agreed to do it properly.” 

“Why do you decide when the time is right? Isn’t this 
supposed to become a relationship? Why don’t I have a say 
in it?” Anger bubbled up inside me as I glared back. 


“You have a say in it,” Dale said quietly. “But you’re 
pushing right now. Did you ever consider that it might be 
me who needs more time before we move this any further?” 

What? No, I hadn't. 

Because I was a selfish little bastard who wanted 
things done his way. I was pushing, all right. Embarrassed, 
I averted my gaze and looked out the window. I wanted to 
set the tone in the beginning of this relationship. I needed 
to be the one in charge so Dale couldn’t control me, 
couldn’t force me into doing anything I didn’t like. Hutch 
had been dominant, and when everything was over, a lot of 
my self-confidence or, more precisely, a lot of my 
personality was gone. I couldn’t let anyone make decisions 
for me again. That would surely end in another 
catastrophe, wouldn’t it? 


Dale pulled out into the streets and stayed silent. The 
mood had changed from playful to strained so fast it was 
surreal. I didn’t know how to make it up to him. I sat there, 
wringing my hands in my lap while I desperately tried to 
come up with something to say. Maybe I didn’t need to be 
in control with Dale all the time. Maybe I really could trust 
him. After all, he only wanted to do right. 

“Dale? I... didn’t think about that. I... you.” I swallowed 
against the lump of irrational fear in my throat, then 


continued, “It’s just that I haven’t wanted someone as badly 
as I’ve wanted you in a very long time.” 

Hell, never before had I wanted someone as badly as 
Dale. I couldn’t bring myself to be that sincere, though. My 
defensive barriers were still way too high up for that 
admission. There was also that little internal voice nagging 
me that Dale needed to know about my epilepsy if this was 
going to be something serious. I would tell him—sometime 
later. Much later. 


“The feeling is absolutely mutual. Otherwise I wouldn’t 
make such a fuss about the proper dating stuff.” 

“How about another date tomorrow?” 

“Oh, I don’t know if that’s possible.” 

A bucket with cold water emptied over my head 
couldn’t have been more sobering than Dale’s remark. My 
chest ached so fiercely it took my breath away for a few 
seconds. There, I had done it. He wasn’t interested 
anymore after the discovery I was nothing more than an 
insecure brat. And he didn’t even know about my other 
Issues. 

Flatly I said, “Okay, no problem.” 

“I still haven’t unpacked more than one box, and I 
really need to find some kitchen utensils. How about I call 
you in the afternoon, and we'll see if I’m fit enough to go 
out in the evening?” 

“Um, what?” 

Patiently Dale explained, “I moved into my new 
apartment at Marsh Road on Tuesday, and since I started 
working on Wednesday, I didn’t have the time to unpack. 
It’s not that I don’t want to spend time with you, not at all, 
but I really need to clear some of those fucking boxes.” 

I couldn’t hide the smile on my face as my body 
relaxed once again. He didn’t want to get rid of me. 
Throwing my fists up into the air to show my relief was 


probably a bit over the top, so I reverted to letting out a 
deep breath. Dale startled and gazed at me searchingly. 

“Are you Okay?” 

“Yes, sure. You swore again.” 

“Tm trying my best.” 

“Then keep going.” 

“T will.” 

“Marsh Road, that’s close to the big park with the 
petting zoo, right?” 

“Yes, that’s the one. I live in the biggest apartment 
complex there, the one with the red and yellow bird 
paintings.” 

I snickered. “It’s ridiculous.” 

Dale shrugged and smiled. 


WE REACHED my house five minutes later, and for a brief 
moment I entertained the thought of begging him to come 
inside. When I turned to him to bid him goodbye, he 
smirked at me. 

“Admit it, you wanted to ask me in for a coffee.” 

“I won’t admit anything, and I wouldn’t dream of 
inviting you in for a coffee. It’s way too late for that.” 

“So, you were going to invite me in to have another 
dessert?” 

I blushed. Damn him! Before I could voice my 
irritation, Dale cupped my face in his hands and pressed a 
tender kiss on my lips. 

“Hold that thought,” he sighed. 

Rolling my eyes, I opened the passenger door and 
threw back over my shoulder, “By the time you’re ready, I 
won't be able to do anything but fantasize about it. My 


imagination will probably be much better than the real 
thing by then.” 

Dale elicited a yelp from me when he pulled me back 
by the scruff of my neck. Effortlessly, he dragged until I was 
perched on his lap, my legs awkwardly curled up under my 
chin. My door was still ajar, allowing the cool breeze to find 
its way inside the car. I shifted around uneasily, but Dale’s 
arms held me vice-like. I gave up on struggling free and 
slumped back against him. 


He didn’t say a word, and after a minute or so, I dared 
to look up at him. I expected him to look furious, or at least 
angry or annoyed, but only kindness and affection were 
visible on his face. Which I had probably expected 
subconsciously. No way would I sit with him like that 
without fighting him with everything I had otherwise. The 
grip he had on me and the position I was in were bound to 
trigger a panic attack. Without thinking I blurted, “I’m not 
scared of you, although I should be.” 

“You’ve got no reason to be scared, you’re safe with 


yy 


me. 

“I hate being immobilized. Anyone other than you 
would have a black eye by now.” 

“Guess I should be grateful I’m me, then.” 

I blinked at him in confusion, then snorted. “My, aren’t 
we self-absorbed, Mr. Bear.” 

Out of the blue, Dale announced, “I’m hungry 
suddenly.” 

“What? How can you be hungry? We just ate and—” 

Dale grinned at me and then talked to me in a deep, 
gravelly voice that sent goose bumps all over my body. “I’m 
a big mean bear who has a craving for cute kitten noses.” 

I didn’t even have time to sputter before his mouth 
closed around my nose. Squealing, I tried to fend him off, 
but he simply continued with his assault. I laughed and 


squirmed, feeling giddy and totally off kilter—but now in a 
good way. 

With all my squirming I eventually hit the horn, which 
blasted incredibly loud in the silence of the night. Dale and 
I froze, and then we looked at each other and started 
laughing. Dale was the first one to catch his breath. “Will 
you be docile now? No more nagging at me?” 


“I’m sorry, but this is all your fault. You’re making me 
crazy,” I panted. “Um, Dale? Could you maybe release my 
legs?” 

As an answer he slanted his mouth over mine, then 
lifted me from his lap to the passenger seat. “I’ll call you 
tomorrow afternoon. That okay with you?” 


I nodded. It was very okay with me. I got out of the car, 
closed the door, and then indicated for Dale to roll down 
the window. Mischievously I smiled at him. “This dating 
stuff has an end in sight, right?” 

Dale’s growl got me moving instantly. I ran for my 
porch, inserted the key in my front door, and unlocked it. I 
heard Jackson’s paws clicking on the wooden floor as he 
hurried to me. I looked back at Dale, who waved. I greeted 
my dog, waved back, and went inside. After locking the 
door and switching on the light in the living room, I heard 
Dale’s car driving away. 

I sat down on the sofa, where Jackson immediately 
settled himself between my legs to be petted. I indulged 
him for a good ten minutes before I yawned and called it a 
night. It was way past my bedtime, and I knew I had to 
make a serious effort to get back on track with my regular 
daily schedule. Lack of sleep as well as stress were the 
worst triggers for a seizure. 

I shook my head to clear it and then conjured Dale’s 
face up in my mind’s eye. Reliving the moment of sitting on 
his lap, laughing and squealing, I smiled. When I trudged 


upstairs to my bedroom, I thought that sweet dreams were 
awaiting me for sure. 


Chapter Nine 


I was blowing on the spoon with the sauce I wanted to taste 
when I heard Hutch’s key in the lock. Involuntarily I 
stiffened, then took a deep breath to calm myself down. 
There had been a time when I at least looked forward to 
seeing him. Nowadays I was mostly scared, with my 
stomach coiled up in several knots whenever he came 
home. I never knew if it would be a good day or a bad one, 
never knew if I had done anything to piss him off and 
deserve a severe dressing-down or even the occasional slap 
or swat. 

Embarrassment colored my cheeks as I recalled three 
days ago when my talking back had led to him bending me 
over his hip and delivering a dozen smarting swats. I was 
blurry-eyed afterward and promised to never use that kind 
of language again. On a subconscious level, I knew I hadn’t 
used foul language or anything. I didn’t deserve to be 
treated like a human punching bag. Still, after the initial 
struggle on my part, I always surrendered and let him do as 
he pleased. Hutch had a real knack for making you believe 
you deserved every single punishment. 

There was also the lingering threat of him leaving if I 
didn’t do as he told me. He had drummed into me that he 
was the only one who would ever be willing to put up with 
me long-term. Who else was going to stay at my side, 
especially now that my seizures were getting worse? 

Only Hutch. 


Of course I wasn’t allowed to tell anyone that he hurt 
me sometimes, nor was I inclined to tell anyone about it. 
Shame had a thorough grip on me, and he always 
apologized later for losing his temper. He took me to nice 
restaurants, bought me new clothes or books to relieve 
himself of his guilt. 

I was aware I had slid into an abusive relationship, but 
I didn’t know how to get out of it. Previously I had always 
shaken my head about people who found themselves in 
such entanglements. They had to be dumb or weak or 
whatever. I was never going to be one of those victims, I 
assured myself. Yet, I had entered such a relationship, 
although there were warning flags everywhere right from 
the beginning. Choosing to ignore them, I made the error of 
believing I could change Hutch and his domineering 
attitude. Admittedly, his taking charge and dominating a 
situation just by being there turned me on. 


When we met, I was twenty-four years old, had already 
worked two years for the ALC Company, and was well 
known for being good in my profession. I was sent 
everywhere and jetted all over the world, interpreting 
fluently in distinctly difficult situations. Hutch was twenty 
years older than me and had started working for the same 
company a few weeks before we both were sent to a huge 
medical convention. He was an interpreter for Russian and 
radiated self-confidence in almost palpable waves. He was 
a tall guy, much taller and way more bulky than me. His 
dark hair was cropped short with the first silver-gray lines 
interwoven into it, giving him a graceful appearance. 

During the first evening in the hotel, he acknowledged 
me with a grin and I was lost. 


He invited me for a drink, took me to his bed, and got 
me to do things I usually didn’t like much. I didn’t like how 
he held me down, how he pushed inside me despite my 
whimpers, but God, his possessiveness and confidence, that 


he knew what he did was the right thing, had me 
surrendering in the blink of an eye. That first night we slept 
in each other’s embrace with him spooned around me, his 
arms tightly locked around me. It had felt suffocating, 
overwhelming, and somehow wrong, but I ignored all those 
feelings. 

When I woke up in the morning, I was suffering from 
my usual morning seizures. Hutch had watched me oddly 
the whole time, then told me I was the one for him, and we 
were going to see each other regularly from now on. I sat 
there, listened to him, and nodded in the right places, 
although I felt detached and anxious. I couldn’t believe he 
said this to me of all people. 


My life went downhill after his declaration. Soon I 
became jumpy, thought twice or thrice about what I said, 
and questioned everything I did. My friends withdrew, and 
the more my family tried to intervene, the more I pulled 
away from them. They were concerned about me, but I 
always blew them off. As long as they didn’t see the bruises 
Hutch left on me, everything was fine. Or at least, I could 
pretend that everything went along normal parameters. I 
was trapped in a nightmare, and even though I knew my 
family would help me, I didn’t take them up on their offer. 

This relationship was the first real relationship I had 
had. Before there were occasional flings, but nothing 
serious. I didn’t want anyone to know that my first attempt 
was completely screwed up right from the beginning. Also, 
Hutch always insisted I was the one responsible for raising 
his ire by dressing inappropriately, throwing temper 
tantrums, and not working hard enough against my 
seizures. The more he admonished me, the more I believed 
him. 

I thought about all that with the spoon still clutched in 
my hand. Hutch’s deep voice right next to my ear caused 
me to start and gasp. 


“T thought we say hello here?” 
“Hello, dear, how was your day?” 


A swat landed on the seat of my jeans, reminding me of 
the fact that Hutch didn’t like to be mocked. I hissed and 
put the spoon away. Defiantly I turned around and glared at 
him. “Could you maybe lighten up? Just a tiny bit? For the 
sake of us both?” 

Hutch’s expression said everything I needed to know. I 
was in deep trouble. Feeling my stomach plummet to the 
ground, I was torn between begging him not to hurt me and 
yelling at him to get the fuck out of my life. I couldn’t 
handle being with him anymore. I’d rather stay alone for 
the rest of my life than feel like worthless shit. 


That thought struck me with utmost clarity: Hutch 
wasn’t any good for me. He was destroying me instead of 
loving me. 

“You know I’m going to punish you, don’t you, my 
boy?” 

Tears welled up in my eyes and my hands shook, but I 
didn’t back down this time. “You aren’t going to punish me, 
and I’m not your boy. Get out of my house.” 


Hutch’s gaze turned to ice. He had penetrating gray 
eyes that could pierce right through your very soul. I 
couldn’t hold his gaze and ended up with my eyes locked on 
his chest. My heart thundered, sometimes skipped a beat, 
and the only sounds I could hear were the boiling sounds of 
the pots and our heavy breathing. 


“I’m going to punish you now, and we’ll forget about 
you acting silly after that.” 


My head snapped up, and I stared at him with growing 
dread. Vigorously I shook my head and said, “No. This will 
end now. My dad is right. Everyone is right. This isn’t a 
healthy relationship, and I can’t go on with it. I shouldn’t 
have gotten into it at all.” 


There was nothing hurried about MHutch’s next 
movements. He switched off the stove before he rested his 
big hands on my shoulders. I swallowed and hoped he 
couldn’t feel me trembling, giving away how afraid I was. 


“Look, Nikita, I know you’re upset, but I won’t allow 
you to wind yourself up even further. We’re going to deal 
with your behavior right now, and you’ll feel much better 
afterward.” 


Hutch always called me Nikita, never Kit or Nick. He 
loathed nicknames, and his using my full name always 
caused me to cringe, as if there were something I needed 
to feel guilty about. I shook my head again. “I’m upset for 
having allowed you to terrorize me for almost a year. It’s 
over, Hutch. Please leave my house.” 


I had no chance to prevent him from throwing me over 
his shoulder and carrying me to the sofa in the living room. 
Shouting and struggling didn’t help either. Hutch sat down 
on the sofa, wrestled me out of my jeans and boxers, and 
put me over his lap. I knew what was coming and writhed, 
kicked, squirmed. Still, nothing helped. The first few swats 
had me shrieking in outrage. 


“Settle down, my boy, otherwise I might be inclined to 
use my belt.” 


I froze for a split second while he kept on delivering 
swat after swat on my bare behind. I kept on bucking and 
struggling, but his grip was like a vice. The pain, the 
helplessness, and the humiliation had me crying after a few 
minutes. I tried to keep as quiet as possible. No way in hell 
was I going to give him the satisfaction of hearing me cry 
out loud or beg for him to stop! 

Hutch rained down slaps, and eventually I gave in. I 
howled in pain and just cried openly. When he finished, my 
backside was blazing and felt scorched to my touch. I 
hoped he’d leave me alone for a bit so I could pull myself 


together. If I couldn’t get him to leave my house, maybe I 
could slip out unnoticed? 

Instead of leaving me alone, he ordered me to step out 
of my jeans and underwear and steered me to the bedroom 
with one of his hands resting on the nape of my neck. There 
he stripped me of my remaining clothes and placed me 
lying on my side in the middle of the bed. I shivered and 
helplessly watched him undress too. He wouldn’t... no, 
please, he couldn’t do that, could he? 


My body didn’t feel like my own when he touched me. 
For some time I wondered who was emitting those pitiful 
whimpers and pleas until it occurred to me that I was, 
begging Hutch not to force me into having sex with him. He 
growled and squeezed my ass cheeks firmly. I yelled in pain 
and tears spilled over again. 

“All right, baby, I won’t take you right now. You’re way 
too tender for that.” 

Oh thank God! 

“However, as a gesture of goodwill, you’re going to 
suck me off now.” 

I couldn’t believe it. This was too surreal to be real, yet 
it was happening to me. Or more precisely, I let it happen. 
Why couldn’t I fight him off? Why did I have to be so weak? 
Why couldn’t I have a seizure right now? For once it would 
be in my favor, and it didn’t happen. 


I hated myself at that very moment but still complied 
when he guided my head to his lap. He was fully erect, 
which filled me with fury. So hurting and humiliating me 
turned him on? Maybe I could, accidentally of course, hurt 
him now. 

As if he were psychic, Hutch said matter-of-factly, “Get 
on with it, and don’t even think about using your teeth. Your 
ass would pay the price for it. I’m sure you don’t want to 
bleed.” 


A shudder wracked my body. Last time he had 
penetrated me, it was one of the most uncomfortable 
experiences I ever had. Not only uncomfortable but also 
painful at the beginning because he never waited until I 
had adjusted to him. Of course that had been my fault 
because I had signaled him to get on with it and take me 
hard. What utter bullshit! 

Just why I didn’t see it like this before totally eluded 
me. 


Hutch tugged at my hair until I was face to face with 
his hard cock. He tapped my cheek with it, indicating for 
me to open my mouth. I didn’t want to, but I also didn’t 
want him to change his mind and take me. So I took a deep 
breath and went down on him. I closed my eyes and 
pretended not to be here. This couldn’t be me, it just 
couldn’t. I gagged several times, the bitter taste of his pre- 
come made me nauseous, and I wondered if I would ever be 
able to let anyone near me again after this ordeal was over. 

I was surprised when he pulled me off his cock and 
finished himself off with a grunt. A shot of his seed hit my 
face, causing me to grimace and wipe it off. Hutch flipped 
me over on my back and glared down at me. Swallowing 
hard, I wondered what he was up to now. 

I didn’t have to wait for long. 

He wiped his come off his belly and forced his fingers 
into my mouth. “Lick.” 

I tossed my head from side to side and did everything I 
could think of to get free. I should have known my 
resistance was futile. He filled my mouth with his bitter 
come, and I gagged the whole time. As soon as he released 
me, I bent over the edge of the bed and retched. It felt like 
the retching went on for forever. When it was finally over, 
Hutch was dressed and his eyes were piercing me again. 
Two solid swats had me jerking and whimpering and 
desperately trying to scoot out of his range. 


“Get that mess and yourself cleaned up. We will talk 
about this after I have calmed down a bit. You’re going to 
stay in here until I say otherwise.” 

Until he had calmed down? He was crazy, absolutely 
crazy. I needed to get out of here right now! 

“Do you understand me, boy?” 

Hurriedly I nodded. 

“Answer me properly, Nikita.” 

“I... I understood you, sir,” I squeezed out in a small, 
slightly quivering voice. 

“Good.” With that he left my bedroom and locked the 
door. 


I TOOK a couple of deep breaths before I staggered toward 
the bathroom. The shower was hot and reviving. The 
revival wasn’t a good thing because I couldn’t keep up my 
detachment anymore. My emotions crushed me all at once, 
and I ended up on the floor, crouched like a small animal, 
sobbing and choking on my own tears, shame, and disgust. 
Only when the warm water was used up did I become 
aware of my surroundings again. My teeth were chattering 
violently, and there was absolutely no warmth left in me. 
Sluggishly I got up and turned off the tap. My legs 
threatened to buckle as I came out of the shower stall to 
reach for a towel and instead found Hutch standing there. 

I made a small whimpering noise in the back of my 
throat. 

“Oh, baby, I’m so sorry,” Hutch said. 

In the next moment he had slung a big soft towel 
around me that effectively trapped my arms. My heart beat 
so fast and loud I feared Hutch would hear it. Not knowing 
how to respond to him, I simply did nothing. I let him towel 
me off, then dress me in fresh clothes. He even applied 


some lotion on my butt, which brought new tears in my 
eyes. Over and over he apologized for having lost his 
temper, for having hurt me like he did, and promised to 
never do it again. I had heard this particular speech several 
times already. Every time I had relented and given him 
another chance because I wanted to believe him. I wanted 
him to be the sweet, caring man I desired. 

Right then it occurred to me that Hutch was never 
going to be that man. It had been a dream of mine. I 
wanted to find that special someone and had believed 
Hutch could be it. 

I was so wrong. 

When I was dressed, Hutch told me to brush my teeth 
while he went to clean the carpet. I lingered in the 
bathroom and cursed the smallness of the window. No 
matter how lean I was, I wouldn’t be able to get out 
through this window. I took a step toward it and frowned. I 
might be able to squeeze myself through it, but what then? 
There was no roof under it or anything to hold onto. 
Jumping from this height didn’t seem advisable either. I 
was Still contemplating if I should try the jump when Hutch 
pulled me backward against his chest. I flinched but kept 
my mouth shut. 


He nibbled along my neck and his hot breath sent 
shivers through my body. Hutch obviously felt encouraged 
to keep going with his ministrations. I didn’t dare tell him 
that my shivering was founded in disgust and nausea. 
Tensely I stood enfolded in his arms, wishing I was 
anywhere but here. If I could only get out of his eyesight 
for a short moment, then I could make a quick dash to the 
door and be out of here! I shuddered at the thought of 
Hutch chasing me through the dark streets, which I knew 
he’d do. 

A sob escaped my mouth when the hopelessness of the 
situation struck me with full force. Hutch turned me around 


to face him. He stooped to bring our eyes onto the same 
level and smiled. “It’ll be all right, boy. I’ll take good care of 
you.” 

I slapped my hand over my mouth to prevent myself 
from screaming. Instead I could hear myself choke on 
another sob. Hutch reached out and stroked his thumb 
along my cheekbone. I couldn’t endure his touches 
anymore and slapped his hand away. Without thinking I 
shoved at his chest and ran past him when he stumbled 
aside. 


My sight faded to tunnel vision as I ran. I wanted to 
get out, away from him, run to somewhere safe. I was 
almost at the bedroom door when I heard a loud shout 
behind me. For a split second, I froze and looked back over 
my shoulder. I shouldn’t have done it. 

Hutch lunged at me and slapped my face so hard my 
head connected with the doorframe. I fell on my ass, which 
sent a searing pain up from there to accompany the pain in 
my face and head. There was no time to process any of this 
because Hutch hauled me up and shook me like a doll. He 
was yelling and delivering slaps on every inch of my body 
he could reach. Dimly I was aware of feeling grateful he 
wasn’t using his fists on me. Mostly I was busy with trying 
to catch my breath and curling into a small ball on the floor 
after he had dropped me. 


The slaps seemed to come down on me for an eternity, 
and when Hutch finally decided to be finished he stood 
above me, panting. I was trembling all over, my cheeks 
burned from his slaps, and all I wanted was to go to sleep 
and forget about my screwed up life. 

“T will be back in thirty minutes. I will have calmed 
down by then, and you... you better make use of the time by 
thinking up a very good apology.” 

The door slammed shut, then locked. I lay on my side 
on the floor, hugged my knees to my chest—unfortunately 


the shaking didn’t lessen one single bit—and I let the tears 
flow once again. 


I crieD for a while but not for very long. Survival instinct 
kicked in with a vengeance, and I got up on my hands and 
knees, testing if they’d support me. They did, so I struggled 
to my feet and rubbed my hands over my face. I couldn’t 
stifle the occasional sobs escaping as I surveyed my 
bedroom. There was one large window that could only be 
tilted because I hadn’t found the time to repair it. I had told 
my dad about it, and he had agreed to do the repair, but 
Hutch always found a reason why it was a bad time for my 
dad to come over. I frowned—had Hutch thought about 
holding me captive when he said that? 


A sudden chill brought forth a heavy shudder, and I 
slung my arms around my torso. How was I supposed to get 
out of here? Hutch had totally lost his mind, and I was at 
his mercy. I stifled a new sob. There was no need for him to 
hear me sobbing and whimpering in fear; it would give him 
even more power over me. 

If I couldn’t get out of here, maybe I could get 
someone else to get me out? Just how was I going to do 
that? The phone was in the living room and my cell lay ina 
small basket in the hall, as usual. Or maybe.... I had been 
drenched from the rain when I came home and had gone 
straight to the bathroom. My wet jeans were drying on the 
radiator there, and I couldn’t remember retrieving my keys, 
wallet, or phone from it. 

My heart sped up, and I stumbled into the bathroom. 
With trembling fingers I searched my pockets and almost 
cried out in relief. I pressed my cell to my heart for a brief 
moment, then closed and locked the bathroom door. I 
dialed my dad’s number and waited for him to pick up with 
my heart thundering away. Please, let him pick up! 


“Hall.” 

“Oh, thank God!” I whispered. My hand shook so hard 
it was a real effort to keep the phone close to my ear. 

“Who’s that?” 


“Dad! Dad, it’s me, Nick. I need your help. Can you 
come and get me, please?” 

“Nicky, what happened? Where are you?” 

“I’m at home. In... in the bathroom. Hutch locked me 
in the bedroom, and he won’t let me go, and he....” I 
choked on my next words. “He’s hurting me and I’m scared 
and I wanna get away from him.” 

There was a sharp intake of breath before I heard the 
rustle of clothes on the other end of the line. “Hold on fora 
second.” 


I did. I listened to my father talking to someone else, 
and then there were the clinking sounds of keys. Car doors 
were opened and slammed shut before the engine was 
started. My dad’s gruff voice was to be heard seconds later. 
“Nicky, Emma called the police. Will and I are on our way. 
Don’t hang up now. I want you to keep talking to Will. We’ll 
be there in ten minutes.” 

“The police?” I screeched. “Why? He’ll go completely 
ballistic!” 

“Kit, if he’s hurting you, he’s already gone ballistic, 
don’t you think?” That was Will’s voice. He sounded 
reasonable and strained at the same time. “How bad are 
you hurt?” 

“Not... not too bad. I'll probably be bruised 
everywhere.” 

“What did he do exactly?” 


I hesitated; how much did I want to tell him? Wasn’t it 
humiliating enough having called them for help already? 
Did I really have to lose the rest of my dignity? Not that 
there was much left of it, Hutch had made sure of that. 


“Kit? Come on, talk to me please. If you don’t want to 
answer that question, it’s fine. Just talk to me so we know 
you're safe for the moment.” 

I hiccupped before I squeezed out, “He’ll come and get 
me in about fifteen minutes. He’s mad at me. He’s 
completely crazy! I wanted to end things with him tonight, 
and he totally lost it! Will, he’s scary!” 

“Can you secure the door? Or get out of there through 
a window or anything?” 

“No, I can’t do either of those things. I already thought 
about that. He’s so angry, Will. Why didn’t I see that he’s 
crazy earlier? He’s no good for me, he never was! How 
could I be so stupid?” 

I wailed in utter misery and terror. 

“This is not the right time for you to beat yourself up. 
You loved this man, period. We’re going to get you out of 
there.” 

“Love is blind, huh?” 

“Did he... did he touch you? In any way you didn’t want 
him to?” 

I laughed. I sounded hysterical even to my own ears. 
“He beat me up. Do you think I wanted him to touch me 
that way?” 

“That’s not what I meant,” Will replied softly. 

“If you want to ask if he raped me, just say so!” 

I heard my brother gasp, but he collected himself 
swiftly. “Did he rape you?” 

Hearing that direct question sobered me up instantly. 
Instead of feeling defiant, I felt shaken to the core. “Not... 
not really. He did... other things.” 

“Oh, Kit!” 

I moaned and slid down until I cowered on the floor. 
My breathing sounded heavy and irregular and new tears 


ran down my cheeks. I felt awful, bereft of something 
important, something that had been me and now was lost. I 
shed the rest of my dignity when I cried, “I want Dad. I 
want him to get me and take me home. I want him to make 
everything right again.” 

“We’re almost there, little one. We can already see 
your house. There’s a police car pulling up in front of it. 
You'll be safe in a few minutes, and Hutch will be pulp 
when I’m finished with him.” 


Despite the terror I still felt, I chortled. “Once a big 
brother, always a big brother, eh?” 


“You bet. We’re here. Stay on the line.” 

“Okay.” 

I couldn’t understand the conversation my father and 
Will were having with two other people, probably the police 
officers. I did, however, hear the bell ring, and then Hutch’s 


loud voice boomed, “Mr. Hall, Will, what brings you up 
here?” 


“We would like to see Nick.” 


“Oh, that’s impossible, I fear. Nick isn’t in town for the 
weekend. Didn’t he tell you?” 


“What?” I shouted. “I’m right here, trapped in my own 
fucking house!” 


“I know, I know, Kit. Stay calm,” Will told me. 


“Mr. Hutchinson, we got called because of a domestic 
fight in this house. Would you please get the owner of the 
house so we can talk to him?” This was probably one of the 
officers. 


“As I already said, Nikita isn’t at home.” 

“Bullshit! Kit is on the phone with me right now! He 
called us because you’re hurting him and locked him in his 
bedroom without his consent. Now, get out of our way!” 


There was a little commotion, but I _ couldn’t 
understand who was talking or what was being said. The 
loud bang of the door had me scrambling to my feet. 
Hutch’s footsteps blustered loudly on the stairs and 
desperately I asked, “What’s happening? I think Hutch is 
coming to get me! Will, don’t let him get me!” 

“Tell the officer you’re being held against your will by 

him!” 
The phone was obviously handed over to someone else 
who asked me who I was. I answered quickly but couldn’t 
Say anymore because the bathroom door splintered and 
made way for a furious-looking Hutch. I dropped the phone 
and scrambled away the farthest I could. 

Which wasn’t very far. 

I screamed for help while I tried to ward Hutch off. His 
hands closed around my throat while he yelled obscenities 
at me. I was struggling for breath and clawing at his fingers 
to loosen the pressure on my throat when I heard someone 
break in the front door. Heavy footsteps ran upstairs, and I 
begged them to quicken their pace. The first black dots were 
dancing in front of my eyes, and the pressure on my 
windpipe was unbearable. My vision dimmed, but I could 
make out the shapes of my Dad and Will, horrified 
expressions on their faces. Hutch dropped me, and I clawed 
at my throat, eagerly sucking in air. When my arms started 
to jerk in a well-known pattern, I almost laughed out loud. 
Now that I didn’t need it anymore, the seizures began. 
Unconsciousness kindly stopped me from feeling anything 
for a while. 


I JOLTED upright in my bed with my hands clawing at my 
throat. I heard my own heavy breathing, but no one else. 
Slowly I realized I was alone in my bed. I didn’t have to 
worry about Hutch; it had only been a nightmare. I needed 


more visual reassurance for my belief, so I patted around 
for the light switch. I had to close my eyes briefly against 
the sudden harsh brightness. I couldn’t keep them closed 
for a long time because Hutch’s enraged face popped up 
immediately. 

Taking in a shuddering breath, I pried my eyes open 
and blinked against the light. I was shivering and freezing. 
Even my bed rattled. I clutched the quilt tightly in my 
hands, but it didn’t warm me. Instead it felt soggy and 
yucky. 

With disgust I discovered that I, as well as my bedding, 
was drenched in cold sweat. A clacking sound on the stairs 
had me bolting out of my bed and searching for something I 
could use as a weapon. After all that happened, I probably 
should have bought a gun, but I felt uncomfortable with the 
idea. There was also Jackson, who was a better weapon 
than anything else. 

The door opened slowly, and I had to squash the 
sudden urge to pee myself. Wide-eyed, I stared at the 
slowly opening door, frozen to the place I was standing and 
loathing myself for being paralyzed by fear. 

Jackson peered around the door, and I laughed in 
relief. 

My knees buckled, and I found myself sitting down 
hard on the floor. Jackson hurried over to me and buried me 
under his massive body. I held onto him and wound my 
fingers deeply into his fur, desperately seeking comfort. 

When my heart beat in a more regular pattern, I 
grabbed the alarm clock on my nightstand. It was five in 
the morning, and no way in hell would I be able to go back 
to sleep again. Sometimes I still wondered how I had been 
able to keep the house with all the bad memories it held. 
Maybe it had been a mistake on my part. 


After I finally returned to my house, my dad had helped 
me reconstruct the first floor completely. Nothing stayed 


the way it had been. I got rid of every reminder of Hutch. 
He was now a permanent resident in a nuthouse a few 
miles away. He was in a locked ward, and the likeliness of 
him getting out of it ever was practically nonexistent. I 
didn’t mind that fact one single bit. 

“Guess we’ll just have an early morning today, huh? Do 
you mind coming with me, checking if the house is secure?” 
I asked my dog. 


He got up and stood next to me, every fiber of his 
being showing his alertness. I followed him, barefoot and 
shivering. Switching on every light I could reach, the house 
surely looked like a lighthouse when I was done with my 
round. I couldn’t bring myself to switch off one single light 
when I went back upstairs to take a hot shower. My teeth 
were chattering by the time I pulled out fresh clothes from 
my closet. I told Jackson to come into the bathroom with 
me and keep watch. He sat in the doorframe with his back 
to me and did as he was told. No one would get past him, 
which was all I needed to know. 

I stripped out of my clammy pajamas and showered 
thoroughly. I felt more like myself afterward but still took 
Jackson with me to my bedroom to change the linen. He 
walked with me when I stuffed the sourly reeking linen into 
the washing machine and also accompanied me to the 
kitchen. Opening the fridge, I stared at the contents. 
Nothing in it looked or smelled appealing, so I closed the 
door again. I poured myself a glass of water to take my 
morning capsule, and even that was a challenge. 


“How about an early morning walk in the big park 
instead of our usual round?” 

Jackson wagged his tail in agreement and went to fetch 
his leash. We were out the door by six thirty and walked for 
a long time. We ended up in a neighborhood I didn’t know 
well, and as I wondered what possessed me to go there, I 
saw the street sign: Marsh Road. 


Dale lived here. 


Chapter Ten 
Saturday 


OH FoR Christ’s sake! What in the world possessed me to go 
over to Dale’s of all places? We’d only known each other for 
a few days and here I was, running to him as if he were 
some kind of safety net. 

Shouldn’t I go over to my dad’s? Or Will’s? They were 
the ones who rescued me, and they, together with Emma, 
were the ones who helped me through the aftermath of the 
fiasco with Hutch. I hadn’t allowed them to help me much, 
and all their coaxing to see a shrink fell on deaf ears. 
Sometimes I wondered if I should’ve listened to them. It 
was true, such vivid nightmares had become an exception, 
but the anger, the feelings of helplessness, and the 
weakness persisted. I did my best to clamp down on all 
these emotions and usually had a good grip on them. The 
incident with Nigel and the incredible attraction to Dale 
had probably set the nightmare off. 

I spotted a bakery at the end of the road and walked to 
it. Swallowing my pride, I decided it was more cowardly to 
run back home instead of visiting Dale. It was almost seven 
thirty by now, and he surely wouldn’t mind some breakfast, 
right? 

I bought some rolls and strolled in the direction of 
Dale’s apartment complex. The ridiculous bird paintings 
were even more baffling in close proximity. My stride 
slowed down the closer I came to it. I found the doorbell 


and belatedly recognized the intercom system. What the 
hell was I going to say? Was he even up? 

I had already turned around when the intercom 
crackled, and Dale’s voice floated out of it. “Hello?” 

“Uh, hey, Dale. It’s me, um, Kit.” 

“Kit! What brings you here? Especially so early?” 

“I couldn’t sleep and....” No, that didn’t sound right. 
Trying again, I said, “Would you like to have breakfast 
together? I bought some rolls.” 

“Sure! I’m on the second floor, last apartment on the 
left side.” He sounded sincerely delighted and buzzed me 
through. 

Jackson followed me after growling at the steps. He 
wasn’t a fan of walking up stairs, and I felt slightly guilty 
about that. 

Dale stood in the doorframe, looking rumpled in his 
worn jeans and old, grayish sweater. He was smiling at me, 
and all I wanted to do was throw myself in his arms and 
have a good cry. Instead I forced a smile on my face and 
sent the tears to Neverland. 

I shook my head to clear it. I was here to see Dale and 
not to relive one of the most terrifying memories of my life. 
All my good intentions vanished into thin air when Dale’s 
face fell and he asked, aghast, “My God! What happened to 
you?” 

“Nightmare.” 

Wordlessly, Dale opened his arms, and I bulleted right 
into him. His hug crushed the air out of me, but I didn’t 
care. I clung to his neck while I struggled to regain my 
composure. I heard myself producing those choking sounds 
I only ever made when I was short of bursting into tears. 

Dale took Jackson’s leash from my hand, then lifted me 
up. Quietly he tapped one of my legs, then steadied me by 
putting his hands under my butt. I crossed my legs behind 
his back and allowed him to carry me inside his apartment. 


I spared a brief moment to wonder: what the hell am I 
doing here?—but found no satisfying answer. 

However, I did know that I felt safe and very much 
cared for. 

Dale stood me on my feet to peel off my coat, then 
lifted me onto his lap as he settled in an armchair. I curled 
myself together and hid my face against his shirt. He 
spread a blanket over both of us, and I heard Jackson yawn 
before his heavy body thumped down on the floor by us. 

Dale didn’t say much for a while. He made hushing 
noises and sometimes murmured everything was okay, he 
had me, I was safe with him. I believed him and relaxed bit 
by bit. One of his hands slipped underneath my shirt and 
rubbed soothing circles on my back. My skin tingled where 
he touched me, and I scooted even closer to him. 

When my body finally stopped shuddering, I wanted a 
hole to swallow me. What would Dale make of my 
breakdown because of a nightmare? 

His voice startled me out of my thoughts. “What did 
you dream about?” 

“I... it’s not important.” 

“Not important? Kit, you look like a ghost! Is this about 
what happened on Wednesday?” 

“You mean with Nigel?” 

No, that wasn’t what I had dreamt about, but it gave 
me the perfect excuse for being upset. It also saved me the 
trouble of telling Dale about Hutch. He really didn’t need to 
know about that. Even though I felt guilty for lying to him, I 
nodded reluctantly. 

“What happened in your dream?” 

“He chased me and... and hurt me.” 

That wasn’t even a real lie. I hadn’t said a name and it 
was true. In my nightmare I had been chased and hurt. 
Could I classify this as obfuscation? 


“I’m honored that you came to me.” 

I blinked, then pushed against his chest to get a better 
view of his face. “Are you serious?” 

“No, I always say stuff just to hear myself talking.” 

I couldn’t help it; I cracked and snorted. “You don’t.” 

“Admit it, you believed me for a few seconds.” 

“Maybe one.” 

He grinned and pressed a firm kiss on my forehead 
before he pulled me back against his chest. I huddled close 
to him, and my eyes drooped. 

Dale’s voice rumbled through his chest when he said, 
“Tell me about Nigel.” 

“What do you want to hear?” 

“How about you tell me what happened to him after he 
was arrested on Wednesday? Is there a restraining order in 
force?” 

I emerged from my hiding position again and looked at 
him. “Restraining order? I... don’t think so. How would I 
know?” 

“Kit! You’ve got to be kidding me!” 

“I’m fun personified, I know, but right now I’m not 
kidding. I’m not even sure what I’m supposed to be kidding 
about.” 

“Didn’t you call the police station again? You filed a 
report against Nigel because he assaulted you! Is this going 
to court? Is he going to pay a fine or what?” 

“Um.” 

“For a man who speaks three languages, you aren’t 
very articulate right now.” 

“Haha, very funny. I didn’t even think about calling the 
police again. I was just relieved it was over.” 

Dale shook his head and gave an exasperated puff. 
“Maybe you wouldn’t suffer from nightmares if you knew 
what’s going on with Nigel.” 


“Maybe,” I replied vaguely. 

“Will you call the police?” 

“Now?” 

“Why not?” 

“Because it’s Saturday morning.” 

“I’m sure there are some people working there even on 
a Saturday morning,” Dale said wryly. 

I pursed my lips in annoyance and lightly swatted his 
chest. “Ill call on Monday, like a civilized citizen. How about 
that?” 

“You'd still be a civilized citizen if you were calling 
now.” 

“Arguing with you is wearisome, you know that?” 

“Don’t try to evade.” 

“Ah damn! If I call now, I’ll sound like I’m panicking. It 
can wait until Monday,” I said stubbornly. 

“The world would cease to exist if anyone knew that 
you’re off kilter after Nigel’s assault, huh?” 

My eyes narrowed, and I clenched my teeth together 
tightly. Dale kept on gazing at me, then smoothed the 
crease on my forehead by rubbing his thumb over it. I let 
out a long drawn-out breath. “You know about it and the 
world still exists. I will call on Monday, all right?” 

“So, how did you meet Nigel?” 

“Do you ever let anything slide?” 

“Let me think about it.” Dale scrunched up his face, 
feigned thinking really hard, then shrugged his impressive 
shoulders and said, “No. Spill.” 

“There’s nothing to spill,” I replied indignantly. 

He raised an eyebrow, then waggled them. He brought 
his fingers up in front of my face, wiggled them, and 
threatened, “Do I have to be the tickle monster again?” 

Guffawing, I warded off his wandering fingers. “No! 
No, please! Tl tell you!” 


“That’s too bad. I like tickling you.” 

The honest disappointment on his face set off another 
round of laughter, this time from both of us. 

“How about you tell me about him while we have 
breakfast? I’m starving, and the rolls you brought with you 
smell good.” 

Nodding, I untangled us from the blanket and followed 
him into the kitchen. He filled a kettle with water and 
directed me to a box on the counter where I found plates 
and cutlery. While I unwrapped some flatware, I asked, 
“You're not a tea drinker, are you?” 

“You make it sound like it’s a disease, and no, I’m not.” 

After having set the table, I turned toward him and 
watched him brew coffee by hand. Totally flabbergasted, I 
stared at him. “You don’t have a coffee machine?” 

Dale gazed at me over his shoulder, then chuckled. 
“Have you never seen anyone brew up coffee by hand 
before?” 

“Only old people.” 

I had his full attention with that remark. His hands 
were on his hips as he approached me. “How old do you 
think I am?” 

“Uh.” I didn’t have a clue. He couldn’t be much older 
than me. 

“Pl tell you. I’m thirty-five years old, and yes, it’s 
perfectly normal for a man my age not to possess a coffee 
machine. It would be a waste of money anyway. I’d only use 
it for one mug in the mornings.” 

“There are those machines that work with coffee pads, 
you know? They are good. I have one too.” 

“Nothing tastes better than freshly brewed coffee. By 
hand.” With that he grabbed my collar and kissed me hard. 

“If you say it like that....” 


Dale grinned and went back to the counter. It gave me 
time to admire his backside. Even those wide clothes he 
was wearing couldn’t hide his well-built body. He wasn’t 
overly bulky, just very well-muscled in all the right places. 
My fingers itched to touch the planes of his body, and I 
barely stifled a moan at the thought of our naked bodies 
pressed together. To hide the growing bulge in my jeans, I 
plunked down on one of the wooden chairs and crossed my 
legs. 

Dale glanced toward me, a knowing smirk tugging at 
the corners of his mouth. “I think I know the perfect thing 
to help you get rid of that little problem. You wanted to tell 
me about Nigel.” 

My erection waned immediately. Slightly scowling at 
Dale’s back, I said, “Thank you. So very much. You’re a real 
Samaritan.” 

“I’m more a boy scout, but you’re welcome anyway.” 

“You’re awfully difficult to stay angry with,” I 
complained. 

“So I heard. It’s one of my best traits. Now spill.” 

“I met him through a friend of mine. Peter, my friend, 
constantly tries to play matchmaker. He assumed I was 
lonely and in dire need of a partner. Why he thought Nigel 
would be fitting is totally lost on me.” 

“Well, he doesn’t look too bad.” 

I snorted. “Right. I’m so turned on by guys dressed in 
black leather with greasy, black-dyed hair.” 

“I’m sure he would have washed his hair if you had 
asked nicely. He seemed really smitten with you. Crazy- 
smitten, that is.” 

“Yeah, I have that effect on people,” I mumbled, mostly 
to myself. 

Dale poured more water into the filter. His face showed 
concern and seriousness instead of playfulness. I swallowed 


and averted my eyes. Had he heard me? I hoped not. 

At least I told myself I hoped he hadn’t heard. A small 
internal voice nagged me to confess about whom and what 
my nightmare really had been. The urge to confide in Dale 
was almost overwhelming. I had locked away this dreadful 
memory for so long. Why did I want to talk about it now? 
Especially with Dale? He’d run away from me as fast as 
possible. Did I want him to run away? 

Dale’s question startled me out of my thoughts. “What 
happened? Didn’t he take no for an answer?” 

“Exactly. He always asked me out and, except for once, 
I always said no. He still showed up at different places and 
more or less ambushed me every Wednesday at the mall. 
He knew that I do my shopping on Wednesday afternoon 
and that Jackson wasn’t with me. He never attacked me 
before, though. I didn’t think he had it in him. He seemed 
to be more a shouter than a doer, you know?” 

“You did take him up on his offer once?” 

“Yeah.” I grimaced. It had been stupid, really, but I had 
felt pity for him. Never a good idea to go out with someone 
out of sympathy. “He was so pathetic, and I thought it 
wouldn’t do me any harm to hang out with him for one 
evening. I couldn’t know he’d turn into a stalker.” 

“No, you couldn’t, but you should make sure he stops 
stalking you.” 

“Yes, sir.” I mock-saluted, hoping to elicit a smile from 
Dale. He stiffened, then put the filter into the sink. Warily I 
eyed him carrying over the thermos jug. What did I do 
now? “My salute was supposed to make you smile. Just 
thought I’d inform you.” 

He did smile then. “Sorry. It doesn’t sit well with me 
when you make fun of the whole situation.” 

“My motto: it’s better to make fun of it than to dissolve 
into tears.” 


“Ever heard of tears being curative?” 

“That’s as much a lie as is the myth of the healing 
penis.” Dale choked on his coffee and stared at me out of 
watery eyes. I shrugged nonchalantly and added, “Tears 
never cure anything; they just give you a headache. Do you 
want me to help you unpack after breakfast?” 

“Is that the best you can think of to change the topic?” 

“Right now? Yes. Oh, come on, Dale. I promise I’ll call 
the police station on Monday, and I can assure you that I’m 
mostly pretending to be nonchalant about Wednesday.” 

“You don’t have to assure me about that. You having 
nightmares already did the job.” 

Ouch. I busied myself with buttering my roll, then 
heard him sigh. I looked up cautiously. “What?” 

“I’m sorry. I guess I come across like an overbearing 
ass. I’m worried about you.” 

“That’s really sweet of you, Mr. Bear.” 

We both chuckled, and just like that, the tension 
seeped away. We avoided talking about my nightmare and 
Nigel for the rest of our breakfast. Instead we talked about 
what strongly needed to be done in Dale’s apartment. 


WE SPENT the morning in the kitchen, unpacking boxes with 
flatware, pots, and tons of other utensils. It took us a while, 
since each item was carefully wrapped in paper and needed 
to be cleaned. Dale busied himself with cleaning the 
cupboards while I did the dishes. Between us we 
established an efficient system of working together. Jackson 
stuck his nose in the kitchen after his nap, decided this was 
too much commotion for him, and fled back to the living 
room. 

Dale’s apartment was tiny. It consisted of a kitchen, a 
living room, and a small bedroom, but as he put it, “I’m 


barely here at all, I’m single, so what would I need more 
space for?” 

I couldn’t imagine living in such an apartment, even 
though I had to acknowledge my house was far too big for me 
alone. Of course I had bought the house thinking I’d share it 
with my significant other. I was a dreamer at heart. Despite 
what had happened with Hutch, I still hoped to find that 
special someone. My gaze flickered to Dale of its own accord. 
He somehow sensed my gaze, looked up, and flashed me a 
smile. I smiled back before I pulled the plug and fetched a dry 
towel. 

Man, I have it bad! 

Around noon we were finished with the kitchen, which 
was Shining by then. Dale stood in the doorframe, hands on 
his hips with a very satisfied smile on his face. I bumped my 
shoulder into his chest and said, “It looks like an 
advertisement for a new kitchen cleaner.” 

“Hmm, should we destroy the cleanness and cook 
lunch, or do you want to go out?” 

“How about some sandwiches and a walk in the park 
afterward?” 

Dale’s gaze swept to the chaos that was his living room, 
and his smile faltered. “I don’t know about the walk. You 
don’t need to stay here, Kit. I’m grateful for your help, really, 
but you’ve probably something better to do than unpack 
boxes.” 

“Actually, no. I haven’t planned anything for today. 
Well, other than waiting for you to call me, that is.” I 
flushed dark red when it occurred to me what I had just 
said. Flapping my hand dismissively, I went on, “You’d 
profit from fresh air, and I could come back and go on 
helping you out.” 

For a long moment Dale stared at me. I shifted 
uncomfortably from one foot to the other, trying to ease 
some of the tension in my body. I wanted to help him get 


unpacked and settled, but not only for selfless reasons. The 
guilt about having lied to him about the reason for my 
nightmare was eating me up. Which was ridiculous because 
there was nothing to feel guilty about! We were just dating; 
he didn’t need to know everything. 

The little internal voice was getting louder, telling me 
that sooner or later I’d have to fess up about my past if I 
really wanted something to happen between us. And I did 
want a relationship. I did want a Disney ending and all that. 
Not wanting to make a fool out of myself was still winning 
the argument, though, so I kept my mouth shut. 

“Okay.” Dale’s voice had softened and drew me 
effectively out of my train of thought. 


WE PREPARED a few sandwiches, ate, and then walked 
Jackson, who seemed to be pretty content with his life at the 
moment. I had never before seen him take to anyone else as 
easily as he did to Dale. Even Emma, whom Jackson loved 
the most of my family, had had a much harder time getting 
my dog comfortable with her. Especially when we were in a 
public space and fetching the stick would mean losing sight 
of me. 

Jackson was okay with leaving Dale alone with me, 
which could only be a good sign, right? He was a very good 
judge of human nature, and Dale seemed to be the 
trustworthiest human being Jackson had ever met. Except 
for me, of course. 

The weather was chilly and the fog never really lifted, so 
we went back to Dale’s apartment after an hour. Jackson 
immediately lay down in front of the radiator, yawned, and 
closed his eyes. Shaking my head, I said, “Being a dog is very 
appealing sometimes. All you have to do is eat, sleep, and 
walk.” 


“Well, we ate and walked already. If you want to lie 
down for a bit, go ahead.” 

Dale threw his jacket over the back of the armchair we 
had cuddled in this morning. I darted a longing glance 
toward it, then shook myself and straightened up. “No, 
thanks. I’m not tired. I just meant a dog’s life is way less 
complicated than a human’s life.” 

“You’re not tired? Come here.” 

Cocking my head to the side, I eyed Dale and his 
outstretched hand for a moment. He beckoned me to come 
closer and dragged me to the bathroom as soon as my hand 
was within his reach. He pushed me in front of him so I was 
facing the mirror. Our eyes met in the reflection. Mine 
struck me as concerned whereas his radiated a strength I 
admired. 

“Want me to tell you what I see?” 

“Tm not sure?” 

“Look at yourself. Your eyes are sunken deep in their 
sockets, and there are dark circles under them. Your whole 
face speaks of a very disturbed night, and you honestly 
want to tell me that you’re not tired?” 

My cheeks colored rapidly throughout his little speech. 
His eyebrows were furrowed, adding to the slightly 
annoyed glare he shot me. 

“I didn’t mean it that way.” 

“No, you just flat out lied to me because saving face is 
the most important task at hand for you.” 

I flinched and hastily turned around when the mirror 
reflection showed me my eyes rapidly filling with tears. 

Too bad I was now facing Dale. 

In a slightly squeaky voice, I replied, “You’re making a 
mountain out of a molehill.” 

“I don’t like being lied to, that’s all.” 

Great, just fucking great! 


“You’re blowing this completely out of proportion. So 
what? I lost a bit of sleep due to a nightmare. You can’t 
honestly accuse me of having lied to you!” 

Dale’s hands rested on my shoulders, and all my 
attempts at sidestepping him were brushed off. My temper 
was rising as my guilt about having lied to him blossomed 
anew. 

“How would you put it?” 

“It was nothing! I’m not tired, only a tad exhausted, 
that’s all.” 

And right now, I was losing it. I needed to get away 
from Dale—just for a few seconds to compose myself. 
Forcefully I pushed against his chest to get past him. I 
could have just as easily tried to push away a brick wall. My 
push had the very same effect—none. 

“Get your hands off me!” 

Through blurry eyes I looked at him, beseeching him 
wordlessly to understand and just let me go. 

His expression of concern changed into one of 
bewilderment, and instead of letting go, he pulled me close. 
I stayed rigid momentarily as his arms clamped tightly 
around me. I couldn’t breathe. Why couldn’t I breathe? 

Oh shit! I was making those horrifyingly embarrassing 
sobbing sounds right into Dale’s sweater. 

“It’s okay, Kit, breathe. I’ve got you.” 

I twisted my hands deeply into Dale’s sweater, too far 
gone to care that I was clinging and making a fool out of 
myself. “Just gimme a moment.” 

Dale pressed a kiss on the top of my hair, a firm, 
possessive one. I relaxed and brought my shuddering 
breathing back under control. When I didn’t feel totally out 
of it anymore, I loosened my grip on Dale and he did the 
same. He brought a little space between us and stooped to 
be on par with me. “What was that about?” 


For a fleeting moment I wanted to bristle and give him 
a piece of my mind. After all, he had started it by 
exaggerating some minor detail. I opened my mouth and 
surprised myself by blurting, “You’re right. I lied to you. 
About the nightmare. It... it wasn’t about Nigel, it was 
about Hutch, my former boyfriend.” 


Chapter Eleven 


Dae frowned, and then one of his hands closed around my 
right bicep. Briefly I thought about how big his hands were. 
He had no trouble encompassing my upper arm with his 
hand. Spellbound, I stared at his fingers. My arm is sinewy, 
but there are definitely defined muscles. Since I’m not that 
thin, the only conclusion was that Dale had really big 
hands. I wondered how he was able to hold a small animal, 
let’s say a guinea pig, without hurting it. Then it occurred 
to me how odd it was for me to be thinking such thoughts 
when I had just blurted out one of my darkest secrets. 

When I looked up, Dale’s expression was grim. He 
tugged at my arm, and I had no other choice but to follow 
him to the living room. He stood me in front of a small sofa, 
then hastily set boxes and bags aside to make room for us. 

“Sit.” 

What am I? A dog? 

I watched him sit down and pat on a spot next to him. I 
didn’t budge an inch; instead I crossed my arms in front of 
my chest and glared at him. “I’m not a dog.” 

Dale blinked up at me in confusion. A moment later he 
growled and lunged at me. There wasn’t even a chance to 
squeak in surprise. I found myself sitting next to Dale with 
his arm slung around my shoulders. We were seated so 
close together that our bodies touched from knee to 
shoulder. Despite being relatively sure he wouldn’t hurt me, 
I stiffened. 

“I never mistook you for a dog.” 


“Isn’t that a relief to hear,” I said acidly. 

Dale pinched the bridge of his nose with his free hand. 
“Being with you is like riding a rollercoaster. Up and down, 
up and down, with my stomach twisted into knots.” 

“T hate roller coasters.” 

I’m not allowed on one either. Which is exactly the 
reason why I hate them. Another thing I couldn’t do 
because of the fucking epilepsy. I had always hoped I’d get 
rid of it when I reached adulthood. The prospects had been 
good; everyone had assumed it was childhood absence 
epilepsy. It wasn’t. Later it had been diagnosed as juvenile 
myoclonic epilepsy. I didn’t really care about the correct 
classification for my disability. Being epileptic sucks— 
period. 

The kiss Dale pressed on my temple chased my gloomy 
thoughts away. “Come on, Kit, loosen up. You’re stiff as a 
stick. It makes me feel as if I’m forcing myself on you.” 

“You are forcing yourself on me,” I snapped. 

The hurt in his eyes was so plain that the apologies just 
tumbled from my mouth. “Oh shit! I didn’t mean it like that. 
I really didn’t, you have to believe me. Usually I’m not such 
a klutz when I talk. I’m able to express myself better.” I ran 
out of steam, but he didn’t do me the favor of picking up 
the conversation. Contritely I added, “I’m sorry, Dale. I 
guess, I better leave now.” 

I was taken aback by his resolute, “No, absolutely not. 
You’re not going to run away now.” 

“Pm not running away. I’m... giving you space. You see 
what a mess I make out of everything. Maybe you’d like to 
reconsider starting a, um, relationship with me.” 

This time it was Dale who stiffened. The hard glare he 
shot me wasn’t very reassuring. As much as I wanted to, I 
couldn’t tear my gaze from him. His next words were clipped 
and painful for me. “You are the one who’s having second 
thoughts, not me. I won’t pressure you into anything you 


don’t like, but I won’t accept you lying to me. I’m putting the 
kettle on for some tea. The decision to stay or to leave is up 
to you.” 

He got up, and I mourned the loss of his warm body 
next to me. Despite his harsh words, I had felt safe. I 
wondered if he’d consider concealing my epilepsy as a lie 
too. Probably. I still couldn’t bring myself to reveal that 
secret. Last night’s nightmare had left me off-kilter, and 
Dale.... I sighed and threw myself against the back of the 
sofa. 

Jackson settled himself between my legs. Automatically 
I began stroking his big head. When he closed his eyes in 
blissful contentment, I smiled. I kept on petting Jackson 
while I listened to Dale clatter around in the kitchen. He 
came back with two steaming mugs in his hands. I sniffed, 
then said, slightly indignant, “Don’t tell me you made 
chamomile tea.” 

“Why? It’s supposed to have a calming effect.” 

“It tastes like p—” 

I was interrupted by Dale’s loud, “Don’t say it 

“Geez, you’re sensitive.” 

“I think I’ve never before been accused of being too 
sensitive.” 

“There’s a first time for everything,” I quipped. I 
shouldn’t have said it. I knew that as soon as the words left 
my mouth. 

Dale’s mouth quirked into a half smile. “Definitely. 
Since you're still here, I assume you want to tell me what 
your nightmare was really about.” 

My stomach clenched painfully, and I felt myself go hot 
and cold at the same time. A whine from Jackson drew my 
attention to him. My fingers were deeply tangled in his fur, 
too deeply and firmly, obviously. I let go of him and kneaded 
the skin behind his ears tenderly. “Sorry, baby.” 
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I heard a snort next to me. Irritated I glared at Dale. 
“You call your dog, your rather huge dog, I might add, 
baby?” 

I made a tsking sound and slung my arms 
affectionately around Jackson’s neck. He approved of this 
action, because the next thing I knew my lap was full with 
my dog, trying to crawl up into it. 

“Whoa, there!” 

From the corner of my eyes I watched Dale rescuing 
the mugs before Jackson’s tail swished them down. Dale 
chuckled while I wrestled my cuddle-mad dog back 
between my legs. 

“He is my baby,” I defended my use of the endearment. 
Even though the tips of my ears were burning, I continued, 
“He’s just a really big baby.” 

Dale shook his head in clear amusement, a much 
happier look for him than some of my recent comments had 
triggered. “Is it safe to hand you your mug now? When did 
you get Jackson?” 

I reached for the mug and carefully cradled it in my 
hands. Jackson huffed upon seeing my hands were occupied 
and trudged over to the radiator, where he lay down. 
“Jackson was a gift from my brother three years ago, and 
he wasn’t a baby then. He was two years old at that time 
and very well trained. Will, he’s my older brother, got him 
for me because I was always scared and hid in my house.” 

My heart was pounding in my chest. Resolutely I 
stared into my mug. I didn’t want to see the look on Dale’s 
face. Either I’d feel compelled to clam up or dissolve into 
tears. Neither option sounded in the least appealing. 

“Why were you scared?” 

Dale’s voice was gentle, so I took a deep breath and 
started to talk. I told him I was scared to go out after Hutch 
had attacked me so viciously three years ago. I told him 
how the man who was supposed to love me had torn me 


apart. Hutch had taken away my dignity, my self- 
confidence, and my trust in other people. What was left of 
me was a tangled mess of insecurity and anxiety. 

The more I told Dale, the colder I became. The tea 
tasted stale after a while and my hands trembled. Dale 
plucked the mug out of my hand and put it on the table. I 
didn’t know what to do with my shaking hands and 
desperately hoped they were only shaking because I was 
upset. I was so not in the mood to explain any kind of 
seizure to Dale right now. I would have to tell him sooner or 
later if I seriously wanted a relationship with him. Right at 
that moment, later was way more to my taste. 

The longer I talked, the more detached I felt. Had this 
really happened to me? A lifetime seemed to have gone by 
between the last time I saw Hutch and today. The words 
tumbled out of my mouth in a steady flow. Once I started I 
couldn’t hold back any longer. I listened to myself talking in 
a monotone voice I didn’t recognize as mine immediately. It 
was as if I was talking about a total stranger without any 
kind of emotion. 

When I finally ended my report, I stared straight ahead 
at the opposite wall. During my talk I had tucked my legs 
up under my chin. My arms were locked around my knees, 
either to stop my knees from shaking or my hands. I 
couldn’t decide which. A moment later I recognized with 
horror that I was rocking myself back and forth like a small 
kid attempting to soothe himself. I stopped abruptly. 

I yelped when one of Dale’s arms slung around my 
shoulders and the other one wormed its way under the 
hollow of my knees. I was momentarily confused, then 
wordlessly Dale lifted me onto his lap. As I had done this 
morning, I curled up on his lap, and he grabbed a blanket 
to cover us. Only then did I realize that I was shaking so 
hard my teeth were making audible clicking noises. 


I gasped when Dale slipped a hand under my shirt to 
rub my back. His fingertips burned my icy skin, and my 
shivers increased. Exhausted, I dropped my head on Dale’s 
shoulder and closed my eyes. Both of us stayed silent for a 
long time. Did he know how grateful I was for his silence? 

When he spoke up, I was half-asleep. The shivers had 
lessened, and I could almost feel every part of my body 
again. “You told me what happened. Do you want to tell me 
how you feel about it as well?” 

My eyes flew open in sheer terror. “You want me to tell 
you everything again?” 

“No. But I’d like to hear more than just the clinical 
version of what happened. You’ve healed physically as far 
as I can see, but—” 

“Don’t you dare start with the psychological bullshit!” I 
threw in hotly. 

“I take it that you never saw a counselor?” 

“Of course I did! Once. Therapy isn’t for me. I’m fine.” 

I stressed the last word, although I was keenly aware 
of the lie I was telling. Dale didn’t react with words. He did, 
however, pull me closer and rest his head on mine. I 
twisted around to dig my face deeper into his sweater, 
wishing for the damn tears to stay behind my eyelids. 
Eventually I choked out, “Sorry. That was another lie. I’m 
actually not dumb. I’m aware I’m functioning but not fine.” 

“You never sought any professional help?” 

I shook my head. 

“And still you’re not broken. That ass didn’t break you. 
You’re still capable of loving and trusting. You’ve proven as 
much the last few days. I’m honored that you feel safe with 
me.” 

“Oh crap! Stop it! Dale, stop it!” 

“Why?” There was genuine distress in his voice, and 
his arms tightened around me. 


“Because if you don’t, I’m gonna cry.” 

He laughed and suddenly the thought of crying into his 
shoulder wasn’t as terrifying anymore. “Are you fighting 
against tears because it could be considered as effeminate? 
When was the last time you really cried?” 

“No. Maybe. Partly. Hell, I don’t know. I do know that if 
I start I won’t stop for a long time. And the last time was 
three years ago.” 

Silence followed my statement. Then Dale adjusted the 
blanket, pressed me as close as possible against him, and 
kissed my forehead. I felt pleasantly warm and cocooned. 
In fact I felt so safe I didn’t notice the first tears rolling 
down my cheeks. When it finally registered with me, I 
couldn’t stop the wave of grief that swallowed me. I let it 
carry me and cried bitter tears for a long time. 


By THE time I was finished crying, Dale’s sweater was 
soaked with tears and my face felt stiff from the drying salt. 
My eyes were swollen, my throat was scratchy, and I was so 
goddamn tired. There were still the occasional hiccups, but 
mostly I had my breathing back under control. Limply I 
rested against Dale’s chest and yawned. 

“Go to sleep, Kit.” 

“I’m not—” I stopped myself. “Okay, I am tired, but 
we’re supposed to unpack your boxes.” 

“The boxes won’t run away.” 

“Well, I won’t either.” 

“That’s good. May I ask you a question?” 

“Sure. I can’t promise I’ll answer, though.” 

“What happened to Hutch? Where is he now?” 

“He’s in the locked ward of a psychiatric hospital. He’s 
heavily medicated because after his assault on me, he 
attacked the police officers, nurses, whomever he got close 


to. He’s a real risk to the general public. After he was 
locked up, two other guys came forward and told similar 
stories to mine. Hutch thrived on power and domination.” 

The confusion was audible in Dale’s voice when he 
asked, “How did those other guys get rid of him?” 

“They didn’t. Hutch found someone new and moved 
on.” 

“So there are most likely more guys who have suffered 
because of him?” 

“Yeah, I think so. I still can’t believe I let him that close 
to me.” 

“He doesn’t sound as if he would have taken no for an 
answer. Good for him that he’s locked away,” Dale said 
darkly. 

I lifted my head to get a better look at him. My 
movements were clumsy because I was so utterly 
exhausted. I had totally forgotten how very draining crying 
could be. Oddly enough I felt much calmer and more 
collected than I had in a long time. I refused to believe this 
was founded in the act of crying itself. No one would ever 
convince me of the healing effect of crying. I supposed it 
had more to do with the fact there was another human 
being holding me, even sheltering me. Okay, so it wasn’t 
another human being so much as it was Dale. I felt 
connected to him on a deep, unconscious level. It was scary 
but not scary, and I simply gave up on analyzing my 
feelings—at least for a little while. 

Instead I gazed at Dale’s face and asked, rather 
dumbfounded, “You’d beat him up if he wasn’t locked 
away?” 

Dale shifted uncomfortably beneath me. His eyes 
darted around the room for a few seconds before he looked 
at me again. “I don’t know what I’d do with him. It 
definitely wouldn’t be a social chitchat. That guy could have 
destroyed you.” 


“Yeah, well, he didn’t. I’m all tough and shit, you 
know?” I forced a grin on my face. 

“You’d look more convincing without the puffy eyes 
and red nose.” 

I couldn’t decide if I wanted to strangle him or just 
sulk. In the end I did neither. “I won’t ever cry again when 
you’re close by.” 

“Don’t be stupid. Of course you’ll cry again, and just 
for the record, I don’t mind it. How’s your head?” 

“Um, what?” I couldn’t follow his thread of 
conversation. 

“Your head. Is it aching? I always get a headache when 
I cry.” 

My facial expression must have been comical, because 
Dale chuckled. Aghast, I said, “You don’t cry.” 

“Not often, no, but I do remember how I feel 
afterward. Want me to get you a Tylenol?” 

Now that he mentioned it, I recognized my head was 
pounding. I nodded, and Dale lifted me off his lap. 

“I am actually capable of moving on my own.” 

“I’m sure you are.” 

He vanished into the bathroom, and I called after him, 
“You really don’t need to lift me all the time, then.” 

“T like lifting you, makes me feel all strong and bear- 
ish.” 

A few days ago such a remark would have caused a 
hissy fit at the very least. Now it just caused me to giggle. 
Suddenly I had the image in my mind of a large brown bear 
with a small fox kit sitting on his back. 

Dale came back with a glass of water and the Tylenol. 
He handed both to me, and I swiftly swallowed the pill and 
drank the water. “I would have expected you to erupt like a 
bomb after my remark.” 


I shrugged. “Same here. Either I’m too exhausted from 
all the crying or it doesn’t bother me.” 

“So I just have to get you crying and then I can get 
away with saying anything?” His eyes twinkled with 
mischief. 

I put the glass on the table, then crawled over to him 
and sat astride his lap. Immediately his hands cupped my 
face. For a long moment we stared at each other. As if 
hearing a signal, we both moved at the same time and 
kissed. There was no hunger in the kiss, only tenderness 
and gentleness. When it ended we pressed our foreheads 
together. 

“Thank you for listening to me.” 

“Always. Now lie down for a bit and let the Tylenol 
work.” 

He lifted me off his lap again and patted his hand on a 
sofa cushion at the end of the sofa. It didn’t feel right. 
Puzzled, I tilted my head sideways and studied his hand on 
the cushion. 

“Kit?” 

Impulsively I said, “I don’t want to lie here alone.” 

“Oh, okay.” 

I expected him to tell me he had a task to do, namely 
unpacking more boxes. It didn’t bother me that I hoped he 
would offer his bed. Even though, other than resting, I 
wasn’t fit for any kind of activity there. He surprised me by 
setting me on my feet next to the sofa and stretching out 
full length. He held out his hands for me. “Bring the 
blanket with you.” 

I didn’t think twice. Grabbing the blanket I lay down 
on top of him, belly down. A grunt had me blinking up at 
him. “What?” 

“Let’s get those jeans off. It'll be more comfortable.” 


“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying 
to seduce me,” I said wryly. 

I chucked my jeans and helped him undress too, then 
reassumed my former position. 

“Don’t worry, lll be a real gentleman.” 

“I feared you'd say that.” 

“Don’t tell me you’d be up to anything right now?” 

I squirmed a bit until my left ear rested directly above 
his steadily beating heart. “Nah, maybe later.” 


I must have fallen asleep in an instant and slept for quite 
some time. By the time I woke up again, I felt comfortably 
warm and safe. The room was bathed in gray shadows, 
indicating that dusk was coming up. 

Several electric-shock sensations surged through my 
arms and shoulders as I fought my way from dreamland to 
reality. I knew what that meant. I was having myoclonic 
jerks, which I hadn’t had for two and a half years. I hadn’t 
missed them. I just hoped those jerks were mostly internal 
so Dale wouldn’t notice them at all. Or if they weren’t 
solely internal, that Dale would brush the jerks off as some 
weird kind of movements I made upon awakening. 

“Hey there.” 

I jumped, then smiled and carefully propped myself up 
with my arms on Dale’s chest. He didn’t seem to have 
noticed anything out of the ordinary. I could have cried in 
relief as the jerks’ intensity lessened and petered out. “Hey, 
yourself. How long did I sleep?” 

“About two hours.” 

“Oh, I must have been pretty exhausted.” 

“And tired.” 

Rolling my eyes, I conceded defeat. “Yes, and tired too. 
I’m sorry you didn’t get much done today.” 


“It’s not like I’m keen on unpacking boxes. Having you 
snuggled up like a sweet little kitten is worth the delay.” 

I sputtered in indignation. “I should never have told 
you about that nickname!” 

“Aw, but I like it!” 

“You’re nuts, you know that?” I said it without heat. 
Actually it was kind of endearing hearing him call me 
kitten, which of course meant I was totally out of my tree. 

Dale took my chin in his hand before he kissed me. 
“You can stop beating yourself up for liking to hear me call 
you kitten.” 

I yanked my chin free and collapsed back on his wide 
chest. “So far I’ve prevented you from unpacking your 
boxes, drenched your sweater, and used you as a pillow. 
Why would I beat myself up for liking your use of that 
nickname? I have plenty of other reasons to beat myself 
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up. 

One of them being the secret of my epilepsy. As I 
rested on his chest and became intensely aware of how firm 
his pecs were, I waited for more jerks. Only a few occurred, 
and I concealed them by squirming around. 

“Well, stop it. I don’t like other people beating 
themselves up about nonsense.” 

Um. Okay, I have to remember that. 

“Do you want to stay for dinner?” 

A more intense jerk caused me to bolt into a sitting 
position. I smiled apologetically at Dale, who looked rather 
confused. 

“That wasn’t the reaction I expected.” 

“What? Oh, no, I’d love to stay for dinner, but I really 
need to feed Jackson, you know?” 

I also needed to take my medication. Glancing at my 
watch, I paled. It was six, and I really needed to take my 
capsule by seven at the latest. Otherwise everything would 


be completely out of whack. Well, more than it was anyway. 
I paled even more when the implication of those seizures 
hit me: I would have to give up my driver’s license for at 
least six months. My mouth felt awfully dry suddenly, and I 
dropped my head into my hands. 

“Hey, it’s not a big deal. You could go, feed Jackson, 
and drive back afterward. I could prepare dinner 
meanwhile.” 

I had the sudden urge to cry and blurt out my last 
secret. Since I had already cried a river today, that was so 
not an option. One had to retain at least a little bit of 
dignity. Dale’s hands landed on my shoulders and started 
massaging out the tension there. 

Frantically I tried to come up with something 
reasonable to say without having to confide. “I... I don’t feel 
fit to drive.” 

Dale’s hands stilled for a moment, then picked up their 
movements. I didn’t feel fit to walk alone in the dusk either. 
Or more precisely, I was slightly frightened of having a big 
seizure while walking home through the park. At this hour 
it would be deserted and no one would know where I was. 
Even though it was unlikely, it could happen. 

“How about you come with me to my place? We could 
cook there or... or order something?” 

Did I sound desperate? I felt very much on the 
desperate side. 

Dale’s hands stayed on my shoulders, but he pushed 
and pulled until we were facing each other. I held my eyes 
downcast and gritted my teeth when another jerk took 
possession of my shoulders. I didn’t want to tell Dale, but I 
didn’t want to spend the evening alone either. How was I 
supposed to rescue myself from this dilemma? 


Chapter Twelve 


Date laid a finger under my chin and forced me to look at 
him. It was becoming a familiar gesture. One about which I 
wasn’t sure how I felt. Trying not to blink, I held his gaze. 
Slowly a smirk spread over his face. Puzzled, I tilted my 
head and asked, “What?” 

“Are you still trying to dodge around the proper dating 
stuff and take a short cut?” 

For a moment I didn’t understand what he was talking 
about, and then realization crept up. I felt my shoulders 
relax at his good-natured teasing. “Damn, am I that 
obvious?” 

“No, not really. I just hoped that would be the reason 
behind you asking me to come with you.” 

Actually it was part of the reason. Now that he had 
mentioned it, that part was becoming more and more 
appealing. “Would you be interested?” 

“Let me think about it. We already had three dates, so 
I’d say all lights are on green and we’re ready to go.” 

“We had three dates? Have I been there too?” 

“Sure. The first date was at Alan’s place for lunch on 
Thursday. The second date was yesterday’s lunch in the 
park, and the third one was yesterday at La Ristorante. 
According to my rules for gentlemen, it takes three dates 
before the more horizontal approach is appropriate.” 

He delivered his little statement with an astonishingly 
deadpan expression. I was tempted to believe there was 


really a gentleman’s guidebook out or something like that. 
“You just made that up.” 

Dale chuckled. “Absolutely.” 

I grinned and leaned forward to steal a kiss. “What 
changed your mind?” 

“Let’s say lying here with you fueled my imagination. I 
can’t wait any longer. Are you okay with that?” 

“Okay? I was already okay with it yesterday evening! 
You were the one who insisted on the whole gentleman 
stuff. Though I have to admit... the wooing thing was 
awfully sweet of you.” I grinned at him impudently. 

“Brat.” 

“Endearments won’t get you near my ass.” 

I froze. Did he even want that? What if he was the one 
who—no, that couldn’t be. Not because I thought he’d find 
being on the bottom effeminate. He couldn’t prefer it for a 
solely selfish reason: I wanted to feel him inside me, period. 

“Kit, breathe, and don’t dare to think you’re swishy 
because you just offered me your ass.” 

“I’m not that naive. I just usually don’t offer my ass to 
someone I’ve known for only three days.” 

Dale frowned, then looped an arm under my knees and 
lifted me onto his lap. I pursed my lips in annoyance and 
groused, “You really don’t need to lift me all the time.” 

“T like lifting you and having you on my lap. You seem 
to be twitchy. I thought you’d feel better here.” 

Oh shit! I seemed to be twitchy? So not good. The jerks 
were barely perceptible for me right now. I hoped they’d 
subside completely in a few minutes. If I got those seizures 
in the afternoon or evenings, they usually didn’t last for 
long. I counted on that. 

I slung my arms around his waist and pressed my nose 
against his throat. He smelled good, unique, just like Dale, 
and I inhaled deeply. “You’ve got a fine lap.” 


Dale laughed and hugged me closer. “Do you want me 
to pack an overnight bag or is this just an invitation for 
dinner?” 

He was still giving me a way out. I thought about it for 
at least ten seconds. “You’re too considerate to be real, you 
know that?” I bopped a fist lightly against his chest, then 
added softly, “Pack a bag.” 

He peeled me away from his throat, slanted his mouth 
over mine, and had me moaning instantly. When he pulled 
away, I was aware of my hitched breathing and that my 
vision was slightly blurry. Geez, that guy could kiss for a 
living! 

He lifted me again, planted me on the sofa, and jogged 
toward his bedroom. “Five minutes.” 

“Okay,” I replied dazedly. 

Jackson got up and shook himself loudly. I told him to 
get his leash and he obeyed immediately. It was a quarter 
past six. Should I ask Dale if he could drive us to my place? 
I still needed to walk Jackson, though. I stared out of the 
window, suddenly feeling very uncomfortable with the 
prospect of having to walk half an hour or longer. I was 
exhausted, the fucking epilepsy was coming back to the 
forefront, and I was going to take Dale home with me. 
Preferably into my bed later this evening. I needed to take 
my medication on time and I needed to eat. I also needed to 
get back into a more regular pattern, like eating at fixed 
times and going to bed at ten. 

Restrictions, restrictions, and even more restrictions! I 
didn’t like them, not at all. I also couldn’t enforce the 
required restriction of an early bedtime tonight. What 
would Dale think if I told him I had to go to bed at ten? 

Jackson interrupted me by stuffing his leash into my 
hands. I closed my fingers around the leather material, 
waiting for any involuntary twitch, but nothing happened. 
The jerks had stopped for the moment. 


Dale came out of his bedroom, then vanished into the 
bathroom. I collected my coat and his jacket and waited for 
him. I felt slightly dizzy, though it wasn’t too bad. I could 
always put the blame on my emotional confession about 
Hutch earlier today. 

Dale emerged from the bathroom, zipped up his bag, 
and took his jacket from me. “Do you want to walk or 
drive?” 

“Drive. I don’t feel up to walking anymore.” 

As we walked out of Dale’s apartment, he asked, “What 
about Jackson? Doesn’t he need to go out?” 

“For once he can take a leak around the house.” 

“Or IIll climb up the social ladder with him and take 
him out for a few minutes.” 

Surprised, I looked at him. “Would you do that?” 

“If he goes with me, sure, why not? You had a stressful 
“So did you.” 

“Reliving and telling someone about a personal trauma 
is way more stressful than being the one to listen. Which 
doesn’t mean the things you told me didn’t stress me out. 
I’m just... a little bit restless right now and wouldn’t mind 
stretching my legs for a few minutes.” 

“You'll get all the exercise in the world later,” I said 
with a grin. 

Jackson hopped in the backseat of Dale’s car and we 
buckled up. I jumped in surprise when one of Dale’s large 
hands squeezed my neck. Huskily he said, “I’ll hold you to 
that promise.” 

I shivered and replied in an equally husky voice, “You 
won't be disappointed.” 

From where I got that confidence—I honestly can’t 
remember. 


day. 


WE cot to my house. Dale dumped his bag in the hall, 
snatched Jackson’s leash, and vanished into the chilly 
autumn air with a curious but not unwilling Jackson. Before 
Dale left he swooped down and kissed me breathless. 

Momentarily I simply stared after him, too woozy to 
order my legs in the direction of the kitchen. This—all of 
this, whatever this was—was too good to be real. Or maybe 
not. Maybe it was my turn to be lucky. Get lucky, whatever. 

Taking a deep breath, I finally moved and quickly 
fished for my capsules in one of the kitchen drawers. I 
gulped one down with a glass of water, then set about the 
task of preparing dinner. It had to be something quick, but 
as I stood in front of the fridge, my mind drew a complete 
blank. I grabbed random items, stuffed them back, only to 
pick them up again a few seconds later. In the end I boiled 
spaghetti and prepared a creamy sauce with diced ham. I 
was draining the pasta when Dale knocked at the front 
door. I had to give him my spare key. It would be much 
more convenient. 

I froze with the pot in midair. What the hell was I 
thinking? Giving him my spare key! Even without my 
issues, that would be rushing it, wouldn’t it? 

I almost dropped the pot when he knocked again. 
Dropping the rest of the spaghetti into the sieve and setting 
the pot aside, I yelled, “Coming.” 

I opened the door to a flushed and grinning Dale. “Not 
yet.” 

“Huh?” I looked at him uncomprehendingly for a 
moment. Then it dawned on me. “Geez, that’s so bad.” 

Dale chuckled, pulled me into his arms, and pressed 
his cheek against mine. I couldn’t hinder sounds of protest 
from escaping. “Holy shit! You’re frozen.” 

“I’m sure you'll be heating me up soon.” 


I rolled my eyes and pushed him off me. “Wow, where 
did you get all those bad lines from?” 

“That’s not important, and you like those bad lines.” 

“T don’t.” 

“Yes, you do. You’re smiling.” 

“I smile because you’re here. Not because of your 
really cheesy talk.” 

Dale hung up his jacket and unclipped Jackson, who 
immediately stormed into the kitchen. We heard him 
drinking noisily. Seconds later the noise changed to an 
accusing bark. I sighed. “Come on in the kitchen. Dinner is 
ready, and I better feed the beast.” 

“The beast? Wasn’t he your baby?” 

“Right now he’s a very hungry beast who will seriously 
tick us off if I don’t feed him.” 

“Do you need any help?” 

I shook my head. “No, everything is ready, just sit 
down.” 

Dale made himself comfortable, and I filled Jackson’s 
bowl and then our plates. When I sat down, it struck me 
how easy this was. Us. Spending time together, eating 
together in my kitchen as if that was the most normal thing 
for us to do. I wondered if I could have a seizure due to 
domestic bliss. 

Dale praised the meal, and I tried my best not to act 
completely nonchalant about it. We didn’t talk much during 
dinner, though the silence was reassuring, even pleasant. 
In midmeal Jackson trudged off into the living room, and we 
both followed him with our eyes. 

“T didn’t think he’d go with you,” I confessed. 

“I didn’t think he’d leave you alone. He’s quite 
protective of you.” 

“I know. That’s why Will got him for me, remember? I 
needed protection and....” I trailed off. Neither my dad nor 


Emma or Will liked the fact of me living alone. They hadn’t 
liked it before Hutch appeared in my life, but they truly 
hated it afterward. At least I had proven in the last three 
years that I was capable of taking care of myself. They all 
grew calmer after I deliberately made an effort to eliminate 
all factors which precipitated my seizures. 

“And?” Dale prompted. 

“And I felt much safer with Jackson around,” I 
concluded. It wasn’t a lie; it was just not the whole truth. 

Dale softly asking, “Do you feel safe with me?” caught 
me off guard. I didn’t have to mull over my answer. 

“Yes.” 

Dale smiled that brilliant smile of his, the one that 
showed his teeth and let his eyes twinkle. Warmth 
enveloped every inch of my body. So this was what it was 
like to be really in love, huh? 

I smiled back before I lifted my fork to my mouth. 
Wasn’t this somehow ridiculous? Believing I was in love 
with someone whom I had met three days ago for the first 
time? Or maybe love at first sight does exist. Or I had lost 
my mind. 

I shoveled more food into my mouth, occasionally 
glanced at Dale, and tried not to rush through the meal. The 
urge to tow him into my bedroom and finally, finally have 
him close, left me squirming and eating faster than I usually 
did. 

I wasn’t anything if not strong-minded, so I suggested 
doing the dishes right after we finished. Dale nodded his 
agreement, and with his help, we completed the task in 
about fifteen minutes. I was putting away the last plate 
when Dale’s arms encircled my waist from behind. I 
snuggled back into his warm body and murmured, “Are you 
ready for dessert?” 

“And you accuse me of bad lines?” 

“It’s contagious.” 


I could feel him smiling against my neck. Craning my 
head, I offered him more of my throat, and he pursued my 
invitation to nibble and kiss. His hands started to roam 
almost leisurely over my belly and flanks, igniting a fire I 
had thought was impossible to light ever again. 

Blindly searching for his lips with my own, I only 
caught a corner of his mouth. Pressing a firm kiss there, I 
loosened his arms from around me, took his hand, and 
dragged him after me. Huskily I told him, “Pick up your 
bag.” 

“Hmm, bossy, aren’t you?” 

I turned around, stunned. “Who? Me?” 

“Yes, you. Go on, I like it.” 

He wasn’t expecting me to be submissive or anything 
like that? Not that I didn’t like to surrender to someone, it 
just wasn’t easy for me. The guys I had been with either 
handled me like a porcelain doll that couldn’t take anything 
or a Slut who could take about everything. Either it hadn’t 
been enough, or it had been way too much. 

Curiously, I eyed Dale as we walked upstairs to my 
bedroom. He was smiling at me, though his whole body 
language spoke of barely hidden hunger. I shivered. 

When we reached my bedroom, I was sure there would 
be a moment of awkwardness, but there wasn’t. We moved 
around as if we had been lovers for an eternity. Dale 
dumped his bag next to my bed, then turned around and 
slipped his hands under my shirt. My skin tingled where his 
fingers roamed, and I gasped when he slipped them under 
the waistband of my briefs, cupping my ass in his hands. 

“H-hey,” I stuttered, “I thought I was supposed to be 
the bossy one?” 

“Get your act together and you might become the 
boss.” 


It was definitely a growl that escaped my mouth. Dale’s 
eyes widened in surprise for a second, and I took the 
opportunity to pull and drag him around. I shoved 
forcefully against his chest, and he landed backward on my 
bed with a surprised, “Umph.” 

I stood between his legs and grinned down on him. 
Hastily I pulled my sweater and shirt over my head and 
threw them on the floor. Dale’s Adam’s apple bobbed up 
and down and his cheeks flushed. 

Coyly I asked, “Like what you see?” 

“Yeah, I do.” 

“Good.” I felt good too. Everything seemed to come 
into sharper focus, colors brightened, and I just felt... alive. 

Alive and unafraid. It was an exceptionally good 
feeling, one I decided to keep. With a wicked grin I 
pounced and straddled Dale’s waist. I smashed our mouths 
together at the same time I ground our groins together. 
Dale moaned into my mouth, and his hands fastened at my 
hips. I flicked my tongue against his lips, and he opened up 
to me in an instant. His tongue twined around mine and 
sucked it deeper into his mouth. 

I was lost in my own thoughts and squeaked when Dale 
pushed me off him and flipped me over on my back. Damn, 
he’s strong! 

That was about the last coherent thought I had for a 
while. Dale explored my body with his tongue, toyed around 
with my nipples until they were so hard it bordered on 
being painful. Sometime during his exploration, we 
managed to get rid of his shirt and jeans. He tugged my 
own jeans off and lowered himself on top of me. I closed my 
eyes. I was surrounded, enveloped by Dale. Nothing else 
mattered, only the two of us together, close but not yet 
close enough. 

I traced my fingers from his broad shoulders over his 
lean flanks to his waist, memorizing every inch of his body. 


I slid my hands under his boxers and squeezed his firm 
buttocks. Dale’s moan reverberated through my chest and 
ripped a moan from me too. 

“Oh God,” I squeezed out. “I want you.” 

Dale’s laugh was a bit on the breathless side. “I hoped 
you would.” 

With that, he unceremoniously yanked down his 
boxers. He removed my briefs a tad more gently, but he 
couldn’t hide his impatience. Again he blanketed me with 
his body, and our cocks slid against each other. I had to grit 
my teeth to prevent myself from yelling at the exquisite 
feeling of his cock rubbing against mine. 

Dale’s hands were tangled in my hair as he went on 
kissing me all over my face. He kept up the supple 
movements of his cock against mine. He was as efficient as 
he was smooth, like a big cat rubbing his scent into my 
skin. 

I grabbed for our cocks and enclosed them both within 
my hands. Dale groaned deep in his throat, and his cock 
jerked. Pre-come spilled out of the slit, and I used it to wet 
the heads of our erections. Dale stopped kissing me; 
instead he pressed his face against my throat. His 
breathing was fast, irregular, and I felt his stomach muscles 
quivering. All that because of me? 

It was astonishing, seriously astonishing, that he was 
so turned on by me. I couldn’t recall any other guy ever 
being so hot for me. Or maybe I hadn’t recognized it 
because I wasn’t in it with my heart. That was what made 
the difference, huh? As important as it was to be loved and 
cherished, it only felt right when you loved right back. 

I pressed a fierce kiss on Dale’s hair and demanded, 
“Roll over.” 

Dale complied at once. For a moment I simply enjoyed 
the sight of him, sprawled out on my bed, his cock strutting 


out from the nest of dark curly hair. I licked my lips and 
heard him take in a sharp breath. 

“Shit, kitten, you’re killing me.” 

“And you're killing the mood.” 

“What? Why?” Dale blinked at me out of glazed eyes. 

I sat there on my knees next to him with my hands on 
my hips, glaring. “Don’t call me kitten.” 

“I didn’t... aw shit, I did, huh? I’m sorry.” He held out 
his arms for me, and I crawled right into them. 

“T’ll forgive you this one time. You made up for it with 
cursing twice. Just don’t do it again, okay?” 

Dale nodded, then pulled until I straddled him. His 
cock brushed against my cleft, and I let out a helpless gasp 
of anticipation. Dale’s facial expression changed from 
sheepish to desirous. I scooted a tad backward until his 
cock rested fully against my ass. It was Dale’s turn to gasp. 

“You want that? You want to fuck me? Want to feel 
what it’s like to be inside me?” 

“Oh God, yes.” 

“I want that too.” 

I bent over toward the nightstand and retrieved a bottle 
of lube and a condom. Hopefully they weren’t out of date. My 
hand had been my best friend for the last three years. 
Suddenly I felt awkward and a bit clumsy. Three years! Holy 
shit, I had to be prepared really well if I didn’t want to get 
hurt. 

My cheeks began to burn, and I dropped my head on 
Dale’s chest. I licked the nipple nearest to me while Dale 
poured some lube into his hands. Seconds later one of his 
thumbs circled my hole, and I sucked in a deep breath. 
Dale’s hands stilled. “We don’t have to do it like this.” 

I was embarrassed, no point in denying it, but I also 
wanted Dale to take me. I lifted up my head and looked at 


him. “Yes, we do, because we both want it. It’s just... it’s 
been a long time, and I’m, er, nervous.” 

“T’ll be careful, trust me.” 

Trust me. He said it so easily. To my surprise I felt my 
body relax. I did trust him. In fact, it was that easy to trust 
him. 

Dale prepared me thoroughly and, at the same time, 
distracted me from thinking too much about what he was 
doing. His lips were everywhere, arousing me further, and I 
busied myself with reciprocating as much as possible. 
Three of his fingers were stroking my insides until I felt 
ready to explode. 

“Stop!” I ground out. 

Dale froze. “Did I hurt you?” 

“No.” I batted at his hands until he withdrew his 
fingers. His expression of puzzlement changed quickly 
when I ripped open the foil and rolled the condom over his 
thick cock. He closed his eyes and balled his hands into 
fists while I touched him. Teasingly I asked, “Are you okay? 
Something you want?” 

He didn’t say anything, just lunged at me and smashed 
our mouths together so hard our teeth clicked. My eyes 
flew open in shock, and his touch gentled instantly. I pried 
my mouth off his. “Caveman.” 

Dale growled and guided his cock against my hole. I 
relaxed my muscles willingly and pushed down on his 
engorged shaft. A grunt left my lips when the blunt tip of 
his cock breached me. He was really thick, stretching me 
widely. I bore down on him until my ass came to a rest 
against his pubic hair. 

We were both panting and trembling when he was fully 
sheathed in me. Dale’s voice was hoarse when he pleaded, 
“Don’t move. Please, please, don’t move yet.” 


I would have teased him for begging, but frankly, I was 
in no better condition. I held myself still, relishing the 
feeling of his pulsing thickness in my ass. It felt so different 
from the last times I had done this. It was... so much better, 
so much more. But it was still not enough. Slowly I lifted 
up, then sank down on him again. Dale’s breath caught, 
and his hands gripped my hips hard. 

He helped me set a steady rhythm, and soon I found 
myself bending backward with my hands braced on his 
thighs. With that angle he hit my special spot at every 
thrust, and I cried out each and every time. Dale wasn’t 
very vocal. Only his sighs and little grunts gave away how 
much he liked what we were doing. 

When lightning began to surge up my spine, I knew I 
was Close. “Touch me. Dale, please, touch me.” 

One of his hands stayed on my hips while the other one 
closed around my cock. I whimpered and tried to push 
forward, backward, up, and down all at once. Dale 
chuckled. “Easy there, tiger.” 

I didn’t have enough air left to complain about the 
word “tiger.” Dale jerked my cock and at the same time 
surged upward into my body. His thrusts were powerful and 
overwhelmed me within seconds. I clamped down on his 
cock as my pleasure swept me away. Dimly I was aware of 
yelling his name while spilling my seed over his hand. 

Dale came shortly after me. The feeling of him spurting 
his semen into the condom set off another storm of tingling 
sensations and emotions. 

Bonelessly I collapsed face-forward next to him and 
floated on a wave of happiness and afterglow. Dale asking, 
“You got washcloths in your bathroom?” interrupted my 
drowsiness. 

“Under the sink,” I replied in a muffled voice. How 
could he even think about bathrooms and washcloths and 


actually form the words? That was beyond my 
understanding. 

I felt the bed dip when he got up and a whine escaped 
me. Something very much along the lines of, “Where are 
you going? Stay here.” 

Dale chuckled and got up despite my plea. I heard the 
water running in the bathroom. Shortly after he came back, 
he wiped my ass clean and even dried the area with a 
towel. I turned my head slightly, cracked one eye open, and 
said, “Are you ever going to get back into bed?” 

“Yes, dear.” 

I closed that one eye again when Dale lay down next to 
me. I was manhandled onto my side so he could spoon 
against my back, and then he covered us both with the 
quilt. 

“’S nice,” I slurred, already half-asleep. 

Dale pulled me even closer against his body. I was 
more asleep than awake when I heard him whisper, “Love 
you.” 


Chapter Thirteen 
Sunday 


I KNEW something was wrong as soon as I woke up. 

Dale’s left arm was resting heavily on my left hip, his 
hard chest was snuggled against my back, and my ass was 
nestled comfortably against Dale’s groin. His morning 
erection strained against my ass and everything should 
have been right with the world. It just wasn’t. 

My breathing hitched up when I realized my arms and 
shoulders were jerking. I gritted my teeth and hoped the 
jerks would stop soon. My attempt at disentangling myself 
from Dale was unsuccessful. Actually it was a complete 
disaster, because I felt Dale stirring at my back. 

Maybe, if the jerks were going to stop soon, I could 
convince him they had only been involuntary movements 
upon awakening? Like a stupid kind of nervousness and 
restlessness in the morning? 

It was highly unlikely he would believe me. After all, he 
had a medical education. 

Really problematic was the fact that the jerks didn’t 
lessen. Instead they became intermittent. It was somehow 
absurd—my body demonstrated the _ characteristically 
myoclonic jerks upon awakening. My arm muscles 
contracted briefly and symmetrically, and there was 
nothing I could do to stop them. I was starting to sweat, 
mostly from panic, because I wasn’t ready to tell Dale 
about my epilepsy. 


“Kit?” Dale’s sleepy voice was raspy and concerned. 

Speaking was out of the question. I was still 
desperately hoping for the jerks to stop and pretended to 
be asleep. Dale moved around, rested a hand on my 
spasming shoulder, and rolled me on my back. I gave up on 
pretending as another jerk surged through me like a 
shockwave. 

“Kit? Nikita, come on, what’s going on? You’re pale as 
a sheet!” 

The last thing I remember doing before falling into the 
sudden darkness of unconsciousness was staring into 
Dale’s worried blue eyes, and then my body stiffened. 


WHEN I came around, I was lying on my side. I realized I 
had been placed in the recovery position. Sluggishly I pried 
my eyes open, only to close them again immediately. The 
sun was sending brightly gleaming rays into my bedroom, 
which made me nauseous. 

“Hey, you’re back.” 

I waved in the direction of the window and asked Dale 
if he could close the curtains. At least, that was my 
intention. What came out of my mouth sounded like total 
gibberish, and my hand fell back on the mattress. I hated 
the aftereffects of a gran mal seizure! 

I felt weak, drained, and utterly mortified. Did I retain 
control over my bladder? A whimper escaped me. My 
breathing was noisy and labored, and I couldn’t believe I’d 
had a gran mal seizure with Dale around. The first time in 
three years I have such a shitty seizure, and it has to be 
when my new lover is around. Although... I could probably 
forget about the lover part now. 

Dale shifted closer to me and tucked the quilt up over 
my shoulder. One of his hands slipped under the quilt and 


rubbed over my clammy back. “It’s okay, kitten. It’s all over 
now. Do you feel sick?” 

I was grateful for my head doing what I told it to. I 
nodded and made another attempt at forming words. 
“Light.” 

“Light? We don’t need the lights on, the daylight is 
bright enough,” Dale answered in confusion. 

I sighed and tried again. “Too much.” 

Squeezing words out was hard work and utterly 
draining. Dale stopped rubbing my back, and I imagined 
him frowning and puzzling over my words. I let out an 
undignified sob when epiphany hit him. “Oh! You mean, it’s 
too bright!” 

He didn’t wait for an answer. Swiftly he got up and 
drew the curtains. “Better?” 

I nodded. Nonverbal communication was much easier 
to pull off at that moment. I felt the bed dip when Dale sat 
down on the edge again. Briefly I wondered what he 
thought about me having a seizure, but damn it, I was so 
unbelievably tired! Trying to get my vocal cords to work, I 
mumbled, “Sleepy.” 

I must have been successful because Dale said quietly, 
“Then sleep. I’ll watch you.” 

He was going to watch me? He wasn’t leaving? How 
awesome was that? Or was it? My thoughts became 
disrupted, and I gave up thinking completely. 


THE next time I woke up, I felt much better. I was alert and 
when I tested my arms, they cooperated. Something cold 
nudged my nose, and I jerked my face away. Upon opening 
my eyes, I was on a par with Jackson. 

“Hi, baby,” I croaked. “Did I scare you?” 


“He was upset, but I don’t think he was as scared as I 
was.” 

Dale’s statement caught me by surprise. In fact, I was 
so surprised I jumped and felt my heart thundering against 
my ribcage. With one hand pressed against my chest, I 
rolled onto my back. Dale was sitting on my bed, propped 
up against the headboard with a magazine in one hand. He 
looked somewhat grim and astonishingly big. 

I gulped in air while I searched for the right words. 
Nothing came to mind, and Jackson whining and licking my 
hand was distracting. Dale broke the silence first. “Was this 
your first seizure?” 

Here it was. The opportunity to lie to him and hide my 
disability. It would be so easy. 

“Kit. Was it?” 

His voice was clipped, absent of warmth and comfort. 
So very different from how he sounded when I woke up the 
first time. My chest tightened, my throat began to hurt, and 
my eyes filled with tears. I closed my eyes, breathed in and 
out deeply several times, and with that forced my body’s 
reactions into submission. I shook my head. “No.” 

“So, you’re epileptic?” 

Did his voice become colder? I wasn’t sure but 
shivered anyway. It had been too nice to be real. I should 
have known nothing that caused me to feel so good could 
be true. It had been such a nice dream—me with a lover, 
sharing my life. I rolled over onto my side, presenting my 
back to Dale. 

“Yes,” I confirmed. “Juvenile myoclonic epilepsy or 
Janz syndrome. Whatever you prefer.” 

Jackson laid his big head on the mattress, and I 
kneaded the skin behind his ears. It was soothing him as 
much as it soothed me. 

“I would have preferred to know about your epilepsy.” 


I stayed silent and tense. I winced at his sudden loud 
outburst. “Could you at least look at me when I talk to you? 
I assure you it’s simple common courtesy, and you’re not 
swishy, effeminate, or whatever if you look at me after I 
find out that you have a serious disability.” 

I gasped in shock when his hands closed around my 
shoulders to turn me on my back. Wide-eyed, I stared at his 
angry face. I became distinctly aware of pressing my head 
further into the mattress to bring some space between us. I 
swallowed heavily as I watched Dale’s jaw muscles twitch 
again and again. 

Oh man, I was in deep shit. 

“It’s not that serious,” I replied meekly. 

Boy, was that ever the wrong thing to say.... 

Dale’s face contorted into an ugly mask, the fury 
emanating from every pore of his body. Strangely enough, I 
wasn’t scared. Whenever Hutch had looked at me like that, 
I was already backpedaling as fast as possible. At this point 
I was usually crying and begging him for forgiveness. 
Either my seizure had short-circuited my brain completely 
—maybe it had shut off the part responsible for anxiety—or 
I was sure Dale wouldn’t hurt me. 

“Not serious?” 

I expected Dale to yell, but his voice was controlled, 
icy, and cut into me like a knife into soft butter. 

“Having epilepsy is nothing serious? Is that what 
you’re telling me? What if I didn’t have medical knowledge, 
huh? I could have panicked! You could have suffocated.” 

“That’s highly unlikely,” I said rather indignantly. 

A vein in his left temple began to throb. It was a 
fascinating sight, really. Much more fascinating than 
looking at his hard eyes. I started when Dale demanded 
frostily, “Look. At. Me.” 


I obeyed, though I was very reluctant. I shrank back 
under his scrutinizing stare, feeling guilty and very 
uncomfortable. I waited for him to say anything, something, 
but he just kept on staring. Swallowing against the lump in 
my throat, I said defiantly, “What? It’s not contagious or 
something.” 

Dale took a deep breath, then let go of my shoulders. 
He climbed over me to get out of the bed, and all I could 
think was that it was over. It hadn’t really started, and 
already I had it fucked up. Closing my eyes, I rolled onto 
my side and curled myself up into a tight ball of misery. 
Why couldn’t I at least have the courage to apologize now? 

“Sometimes I really want to throttle you.” 

“Stand in line.” 

“Kit,” he sighed. The bed dipped when he sat down on 
the edge. His left hand landed on my cheek, and when he 
started to stroke his thumb over my cheekbone, I opened my 
eyes. 

“I’m sorry.” And I was. So very sorry for everything. 
For having epilepsy in the first place, for screwing up what 
could have developed into a good relationship, for having 
fallen in love so quickly and deeply. 

“For what? For hiding that you’re epileptic or for 
jacking my blood pressure up with each and every defiant 
statement you make?” 

I shrugged helplessly. Why couldn’t he just leave and 
let me bathe in my own misery in peace? 

“A shrug won't do this time, kitten.” 

My outburst was imminent but surprised me in its 
vehemence nonetheless. “Oh fuck off! Don’t call me kitten!” 

I bolted upright with my hands clenched into tight 
fists. How dare he use such a diminishing endearment? 
After all, it was over between us. Dale looked baffled by my 
outburst, and I did my best to glare at him intimidatingly. 


My attempt came up short because my arms started 
jerking. 

“Oh shit!” I breathed, slightly panicked. 

“Another one?” 

“I hope not. Maybe it’ll just be jerks this time. I’ve 
never had two gran mal seizures in one day.” 

“Lie down and breathe. You have regular meds to take, 
right?” 

I nodded. 

“It’s ten fifteen now. I guess you normally would have 
taken your meds already? Want me to get them for you?” 

“They are in the kitchen drawer on the left. Depakene. 
I need one capsule and a glass of water.” 

Dale got up, and only when he was at the door did I 
call out, “Thanks.” 

“No problem,” was the curt reply. 

He was still here. Hell, he was even getting me my 
meds. Maybe he still cared about me. Maybe we could 
rescue our relationship. I gritted my teeth when another 
jerk shook my shoulders this time. I was so exhausted and 
only wanted to go back to sleep. 

I heard Dale’s footsteps on the stairs, followed by 
Jackson hurrying after him. Dale set the glass on the 
nightstand, cupped the back of my neck, and pulled me up 
into a sitting position. I had barely enough time to process 
how freaking strong he was when he told me to open my 
mouth. He laid the capsule on my tongue, then held the 
glass to my lips. I glowered at him—I could very well hold 
the glass myself. 

His tone was exasperated but unyielding when he said, 
“I’m not taking the risk of you throwing the glass because 
your hand decides to jerk suddenly. Drink.” 

Slightly embarrassed, I did as I was told. Afterward Dale 
lowered me onto my bed and pulled the quilt higher. My eyes 


felt so heavy, but I wanted—no, needed to tell him again how 
sorry I was and could I please have a chance to make it right? 
None of the words I wanted to say left my mouth. 
Instead I heard Dale sigh. “Go back to sleep. It’s okay. I'll 
stay here and watch you. Everything will be okay.” 
I believed him. 


I WOKE up with a loudly grumbling stomach. Neither Dale 
nor Jackson was sitting with me. So much for staying with 
me. Sourly I pushed back the quilt and sat up. A dizzy spell 
caught me by surprise when I lifted my legs out of the bed. 
I had to clasp the edge of the bed tightly and swallow down 
the rising bile. I shivered in the cool air and recognized 
that I was still naked. 

“And what do you think you’re doing?” 

I jumped and gasped loudly. Dale strode over to me 
and steadied me with his hands on my shoulders. All my 
thoughts of, “What does it look like?” or “I’m getting up, 
duh,” sounded ridiculously childish and petulant. I didn’t 
want to fight anymore. I didn’t want to pretend to be 
strong, independent, and fine when I clearly wasn’t. 

I turned toward him, wound my arms around his neck, 
and clung. He was startled at first but started stroking my 
back only seconds later. The comforting gesture sent heavy 
shivers through my body. Dale obviously interpreted it as a 
sign of discomfort, because he draped the quilt around me. 
It wasn’t enough to stop me from trembling. 

Throwing all caution to the wind, I croaked, “Can I sit 
on your lap?” 

I was mortified when he didn’t react immediately and 
tried to unwind my arms from his back. What had I been 
thinking? 


I gave a startled yelp when he lifted me onto his lap 
and secured me against his chest with his arms. A 
shuddering breath escaped my mouth. Had I always been 
such an emotional wreck after a gran mal seizure? 

“I’m sorry,” I blurted out. “For... for having scared you 
and for having kept it a secret. I... it’s just... people tend to 
be disgusted, and watching someone else have a seizure is 
not a pretty sight. No one in their right mind would want to 
be with a freak.” 

“Did you just tell me that I’m crazy?” 

“What? No, I told you that I’m sorry.” 

“And you told me I’m crazy because I want to be with 
you.” 

I held my breath. Had he really said that? Or had it just 
been my imagination? Tentatively I asked, “You... still want 
to be with me?” 

Geez, I sounded like a wimp! 

“Do you seriously believe I’d dump you because you 
have epilepsy?” 

Dale emphasized his bewilderment by pulling me away 
from his chest. I struggled a bit because it was such a cozy 
place to be, especially with my head tucked under his chin, 
but he was really adamant. 

He laid a finger under my chin and forced me to look at 
him. Whatever he saw in my face caused his own to soften 
in response. “Kit, did you really believe that?” 

“Yes. No one ever stayed when they found out. Or they 
told me it was my fault, and I should try harder to get rid of 
it.” My voice got a more urgent tone to it when I continued, 
“I was seizure-free for two and a half years! I did 
everything I could to prevent a seizure. I probably lead one 
of the most boring and rigidly scheduled lives on earth!” 

“But Nigel’s assault opened up old wounds and left you 
stressed. I take it that psychological stress is one of the 


precipitating factors for your seizures?” 

I nodded. “How do you know so much about seizures?” 

“I saw the insert in your meds and also found a few 
brochures in your kitchen drawer. I read them while you 
slept.” 

“Oh,” I said. 

What else was there for me to say? 

“Are there any more secrets I should know about? 
Other than that you had an abusive boyfriend and suffer 
from epilepsy?” 

I cringed. “You must think I’m a trouble magnet. But 
no, other than what you listed, there are no more secrets. 
Well, I tend to have temper tantrums and, uh, I have issues 
with my epilepsy, but other than that... no.” 

Dale laughed and I smiled. He smacked a kiss on my 
forehead, then cupped my face in his hands. I rubbed my 
cheeks into his touch and closed my eyes for a brief 
moment. I couldn’t believe he was still here, still talking to 
me, still willing to be my lover. 

“I could do without the tantrums, all right. I still want 
you, issues be damned. We all have those.” 

“Even you?” 

“Sure.” 

“Care to tell me about one? So I don’t feel as if I’m the 
only screwup around here?” 

“Hmm, let me think. I can be a little bit overbearing or 
overprotective from time to time. Oh, and I have issues 
with my hair.” 

I blinked. “Your hair?” 

“Yes,” he whispered. “I’m already graying at the 
temples and my hairline is receding so fast it should be in 
the Guinness Book of World Records.” 

Momentarily I stared at him, baffled. Then I caught the 
mischievous glance in his eyes. I thumped my fist against 


his chest, which expelled an “Ow!” from him. 

“I was being serious!” 

I was greeted with a lopsided smile. “So was I.” 

Before I was able to nag him, my cell phone rang. 
Searching for my phone, I looked around and spotted my 
jeans in the far corner of the bedroom. Dale lifted me from 
his lap, told me to stay put, and retrieved my phone. I flipped 
it open and groaned when the display showed the caller’s 
identity. 

“My dad,” I whispered to Dale. In dismay I looked at 
the phone. 

“You better get it, then.” 

My bottom lip slipped out in a pout, but I pressed the 
button and chirped, “Hi Dad! What’s up?” 

“What’s up? Where the hell are you?” 

“At home?” 

“It’s twelve thirty, and you were supposed to be here 
half an hour ago for lunch.” 

Oh crap! I had forgotten to call him. “Oh,” I said, “is it 
that late already?” 

“Yes, it is. Get into the car. We’ll keep your food warm 
until you’re here.” 

My stomach plummeted into a deep, deep pit. My car. 
Well, goodbye to it and my independence. I needed to go to 
my physician tomorrow and talk to him, maybe up my 
meds. I definitely had to give back my driver’s license, at 
least for half a year. 

“I can’t.” 

“What do you mean you can’t? Nicky, you promised to 
be here, and I really want to hear your side of what 
happened on Wednesday.” 

I pressed the heel of my free hand against my eyes. 
Why did my dad’s words have to prickle so damn much? 


Suddenly I was shifted until I sat again on Dale’s lap. I 
tucked up my legs and curled myself together. His arms 
were like a shelter around me, and after taking a few 
panicked breaths I told my father about the seizure this 
morning. 

“Why didn’t you call earlier? You shouldn’t be alone 
after a gran mal seizure! Ill be there in fifteen minutes,” he 
announced. 

“No! No, Dad, it’s not necessary. Dale... Dale is here 
with me. He was here with me the whole time.” 

I heard the surprise in my father’s voice. “He’s with 
you?” 

“Yes.” 

“And he’ll stay with you?” 

“T think so?” 

“You think so or you know?” More briskly he added, 
“Get him on the phone.” 

“What? No! You don’t need to talk to him. I’m fine.” 

“You're not fine,” Dale said and plucked the phone 
from my fingers. 

He silenced my protest by resting a finger against my 
lips. Annoyed, I listened to his part of the conversation. It 
wasn't very insightful, so I settled on suckling on his finger 
and slipping my hands under his shirt. Goose bumps arose 
on his skin, and it became more and more difficult for him 
not to squirm. 

Eventually he shut off the phone and threw it on top of 
the bed. “Your dad, Emma, and Will with his wife—Sheila? 
—will come over for coffee in the afternoon.” 

I froze. When I thought I could move again, Dale’s 
finger plopped out of my mouth. “What?” 

“I said—” 

“I understood what you said! How could you let them 
invite themselves in? They’ll interrogate you! And me!” 


“What are you more afraid of? The interrogation of me 
or you?” 

“Both,” I admitted reluctantly. “Don’t we... need time 
to ourselves? To, er, talk?” 

“We’ve got all the time in the world to talk. This is just 
the beginning.” 

I felt myself blush. “Wow, did you watch too many 
chick flicks?” 

“Way too many.” Dale winked at me. “Also, I’d rather 
get the part of meeting the in-laws over and done with.” 

My mouth dropped open in shocked silence. 

Dale lifted an eyebrow, then said, “I was just kidding 
about the in-law part.” 

“Thank God!” I groaned. Though I had to admit that 
even though it was a terrifying thought, it was also an 
extremely nice one. 

Dale unwrapped me from the quilt, set me on my feet, 
and led me to the bathroom. “Come on, kitten, let’s get you 
showered and fed. We don’t want your family to think I 
don’t take care of you.” 

“Don’t call me kitten!” 

“Hey, that’s called payback. For scaring me to death.” 

Guiltily I glanced back over my shoulder when he 
helped me into the shower stall. I was about to apologize 
again, when I discovered the corners of his mouth 
twitching in amusement. “Playing the guilt card is so not 
nice.” 

“How about I play the ever-considerate and comforting 
boyfriend, then?” 

“That would work.” 

Dale stripped himself of his clothes and joined me 
under the shower. Throughout the shower session, he made 
certain to keep a steady grip on me. With anyone else I 


would have resented the ever-persistent reminder of maybe 
needing help, but this was Dale. 

Suddenly overwhelmed with too many complicated 
emotions, I turned in his arms and clung to him. He laid his 
chin on top of my head, and I choked out, “Thank you. For 
staying with me.” 

“You’re not getting rid of me. I’m in it for the long 
haul.” 

“We haven’t even known each other for a week, and 
already I feel as if I’ve known you forever.” I cleared my 
throat. “Excuse the cheesiness. I’m probably still off from the 
seizure.” 

“It’s called love at first sight, kitten.” 

I glanced up at him. He was as earnest and honest as 
anyone could be. Softly I said, “I like the sound of that.” I 
raised myself up on tiptoes to kiss him, then added, “And 
you’re right about it too.” 

Dale smiled before he bent down to capture my mouth. 
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